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ABSTRACT
This quantitative exploratory survey research aims to understand the factors or
combination of factors that may influence the superintendent's decision to stay or leave a school
district, specifically among North Dakota superintendents. This study focuses on the perspectives
of North Dakota rural superintendents remaining in their positions or leaving without regard to
years of experience. The central question to guide this study is, what are the factors that
influence rural superintendents’ decision to stay or leave their school district? The overall goal is
to provide information so that school districts and communities have greater success in retaining
a superintendent which will affect its school district stability and short and long-term
performance. This study is grounded in both the dissatisfaction theory and the push-pull career
movement theory. Both theories have been utilized to understand the phenomenon of tenure and
turnover through the lens of superintendents and the school districts in which they reside. Survey
research was the methodology adopted and the primary instrument utilized was an online
questionnaire and/or survey format in an effort to reveal what factors are related to
superintendent retention and turnover in North Dakota. This study focused on convenience
sampling of North Dakota Superintendents for all K-12 school districts across the state. The
findings of this study discovered that the commitment to the beliefs and values in the school
system was the primary influence on North Dakota superintendent’s decision to stay in the
current school district, and the vision and culture of the school district closely followed. On the
contrary, the findings also suggest external mandates or requirements from national, state, or
other resources, burnout from serving multiple capacities and increased demand and
accountability pressures the most notable factors influencing a superintendent’s decision to leave
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their current school district. An awareness of these influences can aid in school boards to help
retain a superintendent in their school district.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Within today’s public education system, the superintendent is an employee who is
considered the chief executive officer (CEO) of the school district. The superintendent works
under the direction of a board of education, known as the School Board (S.B.), which provides
oversight for the superintendent (Kowalski, 2006; North Dakota Department of Public
Instruction, 2015). Todays’ Superintendents’ leadership position exceeds the profession's job
descriptions and standard operating procedures required of the profession. Regardless of the
school district size, superintendent expectations are to hold the necessary knowledge and skills to
lead and manage a diverse group of individuals and students (Kowalski, 2006) while facing more
complex social, economic, and political conditions than superintendents in the past years
(Kowalski, 1999).
Over time, the expectations and roles of school superintendents have continued to grow
in abundance making the responsibilities extensive. Parents, staff, students, and communities
depend on superintendents to perform as the leader of what is commonly a community’s most
sizable business in the vicinity. For example, the role now includes overseeing transportation
services of more people than the community at large, feeding more individuals than do all
restaurants within a community, and running a facility more significant than any other business
within a community (Byrd et al., 2006; Glass & Franceshini, 2007; Natkin & Cooper, 2002). To
these, there is an added growth of challenges from the implementation of countless amounts of
state and federal policies and laws, while there is a shrinking of state and federal funding (Glass
& Franceschini, 2007). Leading within this environment is the precise reason the position of
superintendent is often depicted as a challenging and overwhelming one (Kowalski, 2006).
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Written in the early 1990s, the American Association of School Administration (AASA)
standards provided context for superintendents to serve as a guide to the expectations of the role.
Respectively, these standards provided a framework for coursework, curriculum, accrediting, and
certification. While these expectations to the superintendent role exist, commonalities also occur
and are best reflected within the key competencies and descriptors needed by superintendents
(Hoyle, 1993). Table 1 provides the standards and key descriptors.
Table 1
Superintendent Standards, American Association of School Administrators (AASA)
AASA Standard

Key Descriptor

Standard 1: Leadership and District Culture

Vision, academic rigor, excellence,
empowerment, problem-solving

Standard 2: Policy and Governance

Policy formulation, democratic processes,
regulations

Standard 3: Communications and Community Internal and external communications,
Relations

community support, consensus building

Standard 4: Organizational Management

Data-driven decision making, problemsolving, operations management, and
reporting

Standard 5: Curriculum Planning and

Curriculum planning, instructional design,

Development

human growth and development

Standard 6: Instructional Management

Student achievement, classroom
management, instructional technology

Standard 7: Human Resources Management

Personnel induction, development,
evaluation, compensation, organizational
health

Standard 8: Values and Ethics of Leadership

Multicultural and ethnic understanding,
personal integrity, and ethics

Source: (AASA, 1993; AASA, 2010, p. 11; Hoyle, 1993).
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The superintendent position has become more complex and challenging since its
beginnings. Its roles, responsibilities, and expectations have continually transformed since the
position commenced in the early 1800s (Kowalski et al., 2011). Public school superintendents
have experienced a continued culture based upon conflict, insecurity, and uncertainty (Allison,
1988), which has significantly impacted superintendents’ rate of retention. “The shuffling of
superintendents through school districts creates a kind of “revolving door in the superintendent’s
office” (Grissom & Anderson, 2012, p. 2). According to AASA’s 2006 study, superintendent’s
turnover annually between 14 and 16 percent. “Superintendents must navigate turbulent
environments involving elected boards, faculty and staff, community stakeholders, and fiscal
constraints” (Tekniepe, 2015, p. 1). One can see how longer tenures are needed for long-term,
positive influences to occur (Trevino, 2008).
This is especially true for rural school districts as they play a crucial role in the
educational landscape and the communities they support. Rural schools require unique leadership
skills due to their unique characteristics. Tekniepe (2015) notes that:
Rural school districts play an integral role in the communities that they serve. Beyond
providing students with the basic education and training necessary for securing an
economic livelihood, rural school districts also provide economic support and serve as a
cultural center in the community. Many researchers have suggested that the survival of
rural communities depends on creating and sustaining collaborative partnerships within
schools. (p. 1)
The rural superintendent is the face of public education in these communities, so they
must nurture the vision of a school district that is a learning community that welcomes the public
and educates students. Small, rural school districts play a prominent role in the North Dakota
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education system. To add perspective, Clark (2015) reported, “of the 179 public school districts
in North Dakota, 163 public schools were considered rural” (p. 4). In a ten-year period, the North
Dakota Department of Public Instruction Management Information Systems (2017) collected
data between 2006 and 2016, 76% of North Dakota K-12 superintendents served five or fewer
years in one location, only 6.83% of superintendents in that same time, served ten or more years
in one location. The above rates align with Grissom and Mitani (2016) reporting that greater than
half of the superintendency leave their post by retirement or by leaving the field of education,
while approximately 20% of Superintendents leave the superintendency every year.
Hargreaves (2005) best describes the importance of leadership when he states, “one of the
most significant events in the life of a school is a change in its leadership. Yet, few things in
education succeed less than leadership succession" (p. 163). Adopting a similar stance is Metzger
(1997), stating, "superintendency is the least stable and secure position in education” (p. 44).
According to Cooper (2000), a short supply of individuals desire to pursue the challenge of the
superintendency because the public perception of the position is that of a job so daunting. Given
all the job challenges, there is a vital need to gain a better insight into the lived experiences of
today’s rural superintendents. Therefore, despite the centrality of the superintendents’ role in
public education, there is a lack of understanding regarding why superintendents choose to stay
or leave. This study’s topic attempts to address a recurrent question from School Boards: "If we
get you, how can we keep you"? This study will examine the factors or combination of factors
superintendents themselves identify as impacting their decision to stay or leave a school district.
Brief Literature Review
Trevino et al. (2008) best describe that the superintendent position has transformed and
evolved into both a complicated and dynamic leadership role:
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The superintendency has changed. Additional challenges created by heightened public
demands for improved student performance even when increasing enrollments of students
from more diverse backgrounds have led to more stress placed on educational leaders.
Moreover, teacher and principal shortages, inadequate school funding, deteriorating and
crowded school facilities, and excessive time demands have created a leadership crisis.
Those complex factors have contributed to a gradual loss of faith in public schools and a
loss of respect for the position of the public-school superintendent. (p. 106)
The research highlights many of these factors which influence a superintendent’s
decision to leave a school district (Mountford, 2004; Yee & Cuban, 1996). For example, high
expectations imposed by the school board and community and diminishing fiscal resources are
considered prominent factors for departing a school district. This means superintendents are
charged to discover ways to progress student learning with fewer dollars. Unfortunately, for
many school districts, this has nearly become a cumbersome task (Bjork & Kowalski, 2005).
The desire for career advancement is an added factor influencing a superintendent's
decision to leave a school district. In most cases, superintendents move to a different school
district to serve a larger student enrollment, usually associated with higher pay (Kowalski, 2006).
However, substantial evidence supports that superintendents tend to migrate towards more urban
and suburban areas where the annual compensation terms are more lucrative, moving away from
positions in rural districts. A reason for consistent mobility patterns with superintendents using
jobs in rural districts as “stepping stones” to larger district positions may be the relatively low
salary for rural superintendents compared to those in larger district positions (Grissom &
Anderson, 2012). Furthermore, Natkin and Cooper (2002) pointed to a lack of support needed for
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construction, school system consolidations, and district poverty level as significant factors
related to superintendent departures.
Other research highlights the complex and diverse demands of the job, such as public
dissatisfaction, which confronts superintendents daily (Yee & Cuban, 1996). Additionally,
superintendents’ incapability of adapting and reacting to their complex political environments
may result in short tenures (Yee & Cuban, 1996). Studies have examined the length of tenure of
superintendents and their impact on the school district’s ability to integrate change for improved
student learning. (Byrd et al., 2006; Glass et al., 2000; Yee & Cuban, 1996). In addition, studies
reported that shorter tenures could form a negative public perception of uncertainty and harm the
organization's vision, resulting in shorter program life spans (Yee & Cuban, 1996). A national
study conducted in 2007 reported the mean tenure for superintendents to be approximately five
to six years (AASA, 2006; Glass & Franceschini, 2007). Fullen and Steigelauer (1991)
maintained that a one to four years brief time of service does not offer sufficient time for district
leaders to bring about effective change. Such a short amount of time does not allow for
significant change to be accomplished (Kowalski, 2006). Short tenures can impact the
superintendent’s ability to integrate change and damage the image and capability of the
superintendency and diminish the efficacy of the position (Glass et al., 2000).
Adding a rural context to the superintendent’s role creates additional factors that may
influence a superintendent’s decision to stay or leave the district. Rural communities are very
close-knit, with the majority of those being life-long residents, having been a part for
generations, and where families are deeply rooted within the community. This was best
described by Budge (2006), who asserts that this dynamic creates a strong community culture, a
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"we take care of our own" approach. Often, the most prominent form of an employer in rural
communities tends to be the school system which makes the superintendency a vital role.
North Dakota Department of Public Instruction defines rural schools as having "an
average daily attendance of less than 600 or each county in which a school is located and served
by a school district with a population density of fewer than ten people per square mile" (North
Dakota Department of Public Instruction, n.d., p. 9). With that said, the small size of rural
schools and the connectedness of its community to their school create a "fishbowl" effect in
which administrators act (Budge, 2006, p. 8). As a result, the private life of the superintendent
comes under scrutiny inside and outside of school. Budge (2006) explains that superintendents
are never off the clock. Not only must they establish the communities’ trust and respect, but they
must also be willing to be highly visible stewards of the community, accessible, and
approachable. Thus, everyone becomes familiar with them and comfortable calling or
approaching them with questions outside of school regardless of the setting. Because of these
factors, rural superintendents confront dissimilar leadership contexts than their urban
counterparts (Theobald, 2005).
Forner et al. (2012) discovered three contextual challenges which differentiate rural
superintendents from their urban counterparts. The challenges are: “(a) a rural community that is
often defined by poverty and economic loss; (b) a rural administrator that is overburdened with a
wide range of responsibilities; and (c) a rural school leader forced to serve a unique public role”
(p. 2). Since rural superintendents’ decisions have more significant direct impacts within the
educational system and community they lead, the pressures on the rural superintendent become a
more challenging and demanding role than the pressures on the urban superintendent.
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“Few studies have attempted to link the occupational pressures faced by rural school
superintendents with ways in which these pressures increase the probability of superintendents
experiencing an involuntary departure" (Tekniepe, 2015, p.1). For the last 20 years, research
suggests there may be many push and pull factors that affect educational leadership turnover.
Tekniepe (2015) stated, "push factors that affect rural superintendents can include conflict with
the school board, pressures that originate from inside the organization, pressures from within the
community, or simply negative perceptions of the superintendent's ability to adequately manage
the fiscal affairs of the district" (p. 2). In contrast, pull factors facilitate his or her opportunity for
professional, financial, or personal advancements to other jurisdictions (Tekniepe, 2015). A topic
that has been researched for many years has been the type of dynamics and relationships that
exist among school boards and superintendents and how this relationship functions as a predictor
of push-induced superintendent turnover.
A literature review suggests that little attention has been focused on superintendent
retention; instead, studies have focused primarily on turnover (Grissom & Anderson, 2012;
Grissom & Mitani, 2016; Trevino et al., 2008). As a third-year superintendent, this area of focus
has sparked the author’s sense of urgency due to the high rate of turnover in North Dakota,
where the author works as a superintendent. The push and pull perspectives of a first-year
superintendent will be different from that of a tenured superintendent and would provide a
different consideration for the understanding of retention and turnover. In addition, the push and
pull factors have yet to be explored in the context of the rural superintendency; studying the
influencing factors of retention from the perspective of superintendents may offer promising
practices to counter the current turnover rates.
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Statement of the Problem
The root of why superintendents decide to stay or leave their school district is a needed
answer for school districts and their governing school board to improve their efforts to retain a
superintendent and maintain a positive effect on the school system. A high level of turnover in
school districts creates environments where school district governing boards spend more time
hiring the next incoming superintendent than influencing the district's vision. This study
addresses the lack of understanding of why North Dakota superintendents choose to leave school
districts. The lack of adequate research hinders the understanding of superintendent retention and
its relationship within the complexities of the leadership role in their respective school district.
Purpose of the Study
This quantitative exploratory survey research aims to understand the factors or
combination of factors that may influence the superintendent's decision to stay or leave a school
district, specifically among North Dakota superintendents. Furthermore, the study will explore
the impact that specific factors, such as job demands and pressures, fiscal resources, career
advancement, and professional development, have on a superintendent's decision to stay or leave
a school district. Approximately 200 superintendents in North Dakota make the circle of
superintendents a tiny one compared to other states. For the small pool of superintendent
leadership positions across the state of North Dakota, adding the rural geographical challenges
into the mix that range from multiple job responsibilities, smaller economy, fewer resources,
community connections, and relationships, in addition to the push/pull factors, creates a complex
synergy of influences impacting the superintendent's decision to remain or leave their post.
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Research Question
This study focuses on the perspectives of North Dakota rural superintendents remaining
in their positions or leaving without regard to years of experience. The central question to guide
this study is:
1. What are the factors that influence rural superintendents’ decision to stay or leave their
school district?
Variables
The following are the variables of study:
•

Superintendent
o Constitutive Definition: As the constant in this study, a superintendent is a CEO
who serves a public-school district and is the one and the only member of the
school district the governing board selects and evaluates. (Kowalski, 2006).
o Operational Definition: See Appendix D.

Outcome Variable:
•

Superintendent retention or tenure
o Constitutive Definition: For this study, retention or tenure refers to the number of
years a superintendent serves a single district as superintendent (Yee & Cuban,
2006). For this study, the superintendent retention variable will be measured by
the number of years a superintendent serves a single school district as
superintendent.
o Operational Definition: See Appendix D.
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Predictor Variable:
•

School District Size
o Constitutive Definition: The term rural school will be defined as having "an
average daily attendance of less than 600 or each county in which a school is
located and served by a school district with a population density of fewer than ten
people per square mile" (North Dakota Department of Public Instruction, n.d., p.
9).
o Operational Definition: See Appendix D.

•

Demographics
o Constitutive Definition: Varied number of demographic factors to be explored,
some of which are associated with the current literature on superintendent
retention and turnover (e.g., salary, gender, age, school district's size,
geographical location within North Dakota, and tenure).
o Operational Definition:
a) Age: (See Appendix D)
b) Gender: (See Appendix D)
c) Marital Status: (See Appendix D)
d) Number of years as an educator: (See Appendix D)
e) Highest education level attained: (See Appendix D)
f) Number of years worked as Superintendent: (See Appendix D)

Significance of the Study
A role of a superintendent is critical and influences the necessary conditions to establish a
quality educational system (Berg & Barnett, 1988). Today’s superintendents tackle various
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barriers and challenges, from the administration of fiscal resources to the necessary and countless
efforts to ensure the children in the community meet the growing academic standards (Glass &
Franceschini, 2007). Just as it is essential to understand what factors influence a superintendent
to stay, it is also important to understand why some leave.
A better understanding of these factors may benefit both current superintendents and
those seeking the superintendency position. In addition, district-level school boards may benefit
from this study by having a better pulse on what factors influence a North Dakota
superintendent’s decision to leave a school district. The S.B. will be able to leverage this
knowledge to help identify its district strengths and areas of opportunity to ensure a
superintendent is the right fit for their district. Thus, this study may augment and enhance the
hiring and evaluating practices of superintendent positions within their district. The overall goal
of this research is to provide useful information to school boards to leverage and create a more
significant opportunity in retaining a superintendent to maintain and sustain district-wide vision
and goals.
Given the author’s current role as a third-year Superintendent, the author has gained a
newfound respect and understanding for this position. Education has always been an important
part of the author's life. The importance of recruitment, preparation, and retention of educators
and educational leaders to meet the shortage of educators in all areas is a priority of the State of
North Dakota. This research study could help answer an additional question, "If we get you, how
can we keep you"? This study is significant because the outcomes of this study may contribute to
promising practices in retaining the position of rural Superintendents in North Dakota.
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Research Ethics
To conduct the study, the researcher received approval on December 10, 2020, from
Minnesota State University Moorhead Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the necessary
authorization from any local School District superintendent participants. The goal of the IRB is
to protect the rights of the participants in this research study (Creswell, 2008). Informed consent
will be obtained from participants. All subjects will be assured that any data collected about them
will be held in confidence. All participants in the study will have the right to withdraw from the
study and request that the data about them not be used. The letter of informed consent
information can be found in Appendix C.
Delimitations and Limitations of the Study
Delimitations
The population of this study was delimited to rural superintendents from school districts
of various sizes in North Dakota. The sample of this study will be considered rural in nature due
to the geographical landscape across the state of North Dakota, where the findings may not
necessarily be generalized to other larger school districts. Only data and information collected
for this study will reflect the current 2021-2022 school year. However, findings may apply to
similar size states or school districts in other states that are rural.
Limitations
This study is voluntary. Superintendents may be reluctant or not have the capacity to
complete the survey making it challenging to obtain survey feedback and results. The results are
dependent on the level of honesty and openness of a superintendents’ responses to the questions
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on the survey. Because this survey study will remain anonymous, the information is restricted
and eliminating the opportunity to gather follow-up information from the participants.
Conclusions
This study aims to understand the many factors influencing superintendent retention and
turnover in North Dakota school districts. The overall goal of this study is to provide insight to
North Dakota school boards in an effort to establish greater success in retaining a superintendent,
which will affect its school district stability and short and long-term vision. The next chapter will
provide the reader with a review of associated literature on information regarding the career
movement of leadership affected by what is called push and pull factors.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
The focus of this study is to explore the factors that influence rural superintendent
retention and turnover in North Dakota school districts. Chapter 2 presents a review of pertinent
literature on superintendents’ retention. The chapter introduces a review of literature on the
history of the superintendent position, research relative to the current state of the superintendent,
and factors that may influence a superintendent’s decision to stay or leave a school district.
Literature on challenges specific to rural superintendents is also discussed. The theoretical
framework that guides this study is composed of Push-Pull Career Movement Theory and
Dissatisfaction Theory, reviewed at the end of this chapter. This review helps to provide a
foundation for the proposed study on factors that influence a rural superintendent’s decision to
stay or leave the school district:
Body of the Review
History of Superintendent Position
The Public education system evolved from the one-room schoolhouse governed by the
lay people to multi-classroom schools to multi-district schools (Callahan, 1966; Spring, 1994).
The early school boards oversaw it all, from hiring a teacher to all aspects of the day-to-day
operations. The local responsibility was once held by one teacher and progressed into
principalship that eventually evolved into the superintendency (Carter & Cunningham, 1997).
In early 1787, control over local public schools was formed by state leaders and regulated
by boards of education. This became a must for the delivery of the state governments’ political,
social, and economic politics (Spring, 1994). It was Horace Mann who, in his role of Secretary of
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the Massachusetts State Board of Education, convinced other state political leaders on the
importance of state government playing a vital role in public school systems. Consequently, 24
states authorized Legislation to establish state boards of education by the year 1880 (Spring,
1994). This began the inception of the organizational structure of state boards of education which
allowed for the effective administration of a state-facilitated public-school system. This
hierarchal administrative system included the state departments of education and state
superintendents. Subsequently, under the jurisdiction of the state board and state superintendents,
the department of education designed a standard school system plan, reported the management of
public funds, and provided school-related content for the state legislature (Kowalski, 2006;
Spring 1994).
Throughout American history, the position of the superintendent has been ever-changing
due to the need for accommodating the social forces that have influenced change in the public
education system. As previously indicated, the position of the superintendent has existed in the
United States since the early 1800s, confirming that this has been an important position to fill for
approximately 200 years (Kowalski, 2006). In 1812, New York was the first state to create the
State Superintendent of Schools position (Spring, 1994). By the 1830s, other states followed, and
the state superintendent was the standard method for administering the state-run public education
system (Spring, 1994). This governance structure provided authority to local communities and
positioned the school boards to serve as extensions to the state government. Local school boards
were tasked with upholding state rules, laws, and regulations while being afforded the freedom to
designate how to educate their students. In addition, local school boards were administered the
power to distribute funds, sign contracts, serve as a legal entity, and hire a superintendent to
function as CEO (Kowalski, 2006; Spring 1994).
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North Dakota created and appointed the first Superintendent of Public Instruction
appointed by the Dakota Territory Board of Education in 1863. This board consisted of the
Governor, Secretary, and Treasurer. Initially, the Superintendent of Public Instruction functioned
as a school inspector and advisor but quickly acquired additional powers and duties. By 1867,
Legislation deemed the Superintendent of Public Instruction responsible for rules and regulations
for the management of school district libraries, review appeals of County Superintendent of
Schools decisions, textbook recommendations, collection of school statistics, and establishment
of teacher's institutions. This role was made as an elective two-year term in 1875 and a
gubernatorial appointment by 1879 (North Dakota Department of Public Instruction, 2021).
The earliest records for North Dakota date back to November 1874, when Cass County
Schools Superintendent notified the Dakota Territory Superintendent of Public Instruction of the
organization of one schoolhouse in a school district (Fargo, ND) that was built to accommodate
up to 76 scholars. Of the 27 males and 36 females between the ages of 5 and 21 years, Cass
County reported the schoolhouse attendance report consisted of 17 males and 24 females. A
three-month winter course and a three-month summer course were held for the school term and
courses for the district. This schoolhouse eventually expanded due to growing enrollment
resulting in a four-room building later designated as a high school (North Dakota Department of
Public Instruction, 2021).
Gradually, the school district superintendent position across the United States became
necessary as populations became denser, one-room schoolhouses transitioned into schools
organized by local districts (Kowalski, 2006). Recognition for the need for the district
superintendent position started to become more widely accepted. In late 1837, the school boards
of Buffalo, New York, and Louisville, Kentucky, both hired their first local superintendent. By
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1890, most urban school districts established the superintendent position (Glass, 2000; Kowalski,
2006).
The first superintendents did not hold advanced degrees or coursework in education
administration but rather were individuals who were considered effective teachers (Callahan,
1966; Kowalski, 2006). Consequently, these individuals were lead educators in this position that
directly or indirectly supervised all other school district employees and were employees of the
school board (Kowalski, 2006). In addition, superintendents viewed themselves as scholarly
leaders, as students of education, and as teachers (Callahan, 1966). In the early 1900s, the
context of the superintendent’s role as a teacher-scholar began to change. During this time,
debates sparked over the role of the superintendent in charge of instruction or the role as a
business manager.
From the early 20th century, the primary role and responsibility of the superintendent was
the supervision of teachers and the development of a standardized curriculum which carried into
the school classrooms within the system (Kowalski, 2006). In 1910, America transitioned from
an agricultural society to a more industrial society. This new era brought a change from the
superintendent’s role to that of a business manager. The Industrial Evolution marked this
change, and the principles and theories that became customary during that era helped augment
the role of a business manager (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Callahan, 1966; Kowalski, 2006).
As a result, educational leaders were required to have business intelligence, not only knowledge
in curriculum and instruction (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Callahan, 1966; Kowalski, 2006).
The demand grew for superintendents to guide their work using theories in school district
management, such as scientific management theory. Subsequently, new leaders assumed
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additional responsibilities, such as the management of facilities, personnel, budget, and standards
of operation.
By 1920, pressure mounted for this role which prompted transformation at the institution
and university level to begin offering learning courses in educational administration. These
educational courses provided superintendents with the necessary skills to perform at the
administrative level (Callahan, 1966). The coursework assisted in developing standard practices,
creating a field as a specialized profession (Kowalski, 2006). Additionally, an authoritative,
impersonal, and task-driven culture set in (Cuban, 1976; Kowalski, 2006). According to Cuban
(1976), the culture during this time is best exemplified by “taking initiative, exercising authority,
scientific planning of instruction and curriculum, and careful management were themes that
vibrated resonantly in speeches and reports of urban schoolmen in these years” (p. 16).
By the 1930s, the Great Depression marked the end of the business manager role and
forced superintendents into what Kowalski (2006) referred to as a democratic leader or
statesman. A scarcity of resources and a deficiency of funds available to school districts led
superintendents to engage in state and federal political activity to secure needed resources (Bjork
et al., 2005). A belief in democratic administration attached to this role influenced school chief
executives to become involved and present within community organizations (Cuban, 1976;
Kowalski, 2011). This new role as a superintendent was crafted as an astute political strategist
(Bjork et al., 2005).
Educational leadership became less idealistic and more realistic during the latter half of
the 20th century. It was essential to discern what educational leadership was in the practice
setting and not what it should be in theory (Callahan, 1966). This new role of the superintendent
is what Kowalski (2006) referred to as that of an applied social scientist, which is a change in the
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position of the superintendent that was credited to numerous events and reforms as a result of a
major shift in American education (Carter & Cunningham, 1997). The transformation in the
position of superintendent attributed to the resurgence of the disapproval of public education and
the applied theories that accepted how external factors affect organizations (Kowalski, 2006).
The Administrator was inspired to look far and beyond the internal operations and examine the
external factors and influences shaping the school system. This role involved a greater
understanding of the community as the organization and the need for awareness and to confront
those outside influences. As an applied social scientist, the superintendent acted to understand
human beings and organizations, using that understanding and knowledge as power to operate
the school effectively.
While the transition to the superintendent as applied social scientist worked to understand
the people and the community as an organization, researchers began to look at the
superintendents’ communication style and effectiveness in the 1980s (Kowalski, 2006).
Kowalski et al. (2011) affirmed that the role of an effective communicator had been founded as
part of the superintendency position. This communicative skills expectation changed to a
relational rather than a situational communication model. It focused on a consistent, two-way,
and open communication approach which minimized the formal authority of the superintendent
(Kowalski et al., 2011). Because superintendents are change agents within the school district,
adequate communication skills are critical for organization and collaboration with stakeholders
with a vested interest in the school district (Kowalski, 2006).
Kowalski et al. (2011) revealed that to “fully appreciate the complexity of this pivotal
position and its evolution over more than 100 years, one must understand how roles and
responsibilities have waxed and waned over time" (p. 1). For example, the superintendent role
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has matured from a curriculum expert to a manager, a democratic leader to a social scientist, and
an expert communicator. While the importance of each role has varied based on social
conditions, these roles certainly do not stand alone, and all skills are required for
superintendents.
Superintendent’s Today
Superintendents today are serving in a position much different from past years. Houston
(2001) states that in opposition to the expectations of the past, the twenty-first-century
superintendent is faced with much more significant challenges. Today, the superintendent’s
statutory employer and supervisor are the school boards, and both parties work in tandem to
create and establish policies set forth for the school district. Therefore, the central aspect of the
superintendency is the value of the relationship between the superintendent and the school board
that supervises him/her/them.
In addition, the State School Superintendents supervise the development of the state
learning continuum enforce public schools’ state and federal statutes and regulations regarding
related programs. For example, the State Superintendent and Administrator of the North Dakota
Department of Public Instruction has an 86-person team that oversees the education of almost
122,000 students in more than 450 buildings across the state (North Dakota Department of
Public Instruction, 2021).
School district superintendents are held accountable for students’ academic achievement,
need to be highly visible in the school buildings, foster student and parent relationships and the
community (Lamkin, 2006). For Houston, the “superintendents of today must be prepared to
master the art of connection, communication, collaboration, community building, child

22

advocacy, and curricular choices” (p. 430), which is a significant change from what was once
considered a managerial position.
The American Association of School Administrators (AASA) weighed in on the matter in
1993 by publishing a list of eight Superintendency standards (see Appendix B). The purpose of
these standards was to impact the work of university courses, superintendent certifications,
practicing superintendents, and a guide for the superintendent selection and evaluation (Hoyle,
1993). Each of the individual standards also includes a range of 5-19 indicators that describe the
knowledge an effective superintendent should exhibit and implement (see Appendix C).
Subsequently, a national report issued in 1994 by the American Association of School
Administrators (AASA) in conjunction with the National School Boards Association (NSBA)
distinguished the responsibilities associated with the role of superintendents (see Appendix D).
There are specific legal requirements by the state of North Dakota that describe the role
and credentials necessary of the superintendent:
Superintendent Credential applicants first must fulfill all the Elementary or Secondary
Principal Credential requirements, along with two years of administrative experience.
Once the Principal Credential requirements have been met, applicants must complete a
total of eight additional credits in an Educational Leadership program from the following
content areas: Field-Based Experience in Superintendency, Seminar in Superintendency,
Advanced School Law, Advanced Revenue; Finance and Business Management; Policy,
Politics, and Community Relations; and Personnel Administration (North Dakota
Department of Public Instruction, 2021).
In addition, the superintendent duties are outlined by North Dakota Century Code 15.114.01 which describes the superintendent duties as follows: Supervise the general operation of
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the school district, supervise the provision of education to students, visit the schools of the
district, supervise school personnel, prepare and deliver reports requested by the board of the
district, and perform any other duties requested by the board (Administrators, 2014, NDCC §
15.1-14-01).
These numerous responsibilities and expectations only exemplify how demanding and
complex the position of today’s superintendent has become. The expectation is for today’s
superintendent to be both managers and leaders. Kowalski (2006) helped make the distinction
between both roles, “leading involves making decisions about what to do to improve the
organization whereas management concentrates on making decisions about how things should be
done” (p. 17). The role of manager and leader is integral to a school district's day-to-day
operations (Kowalski, 2006).
Role of Rural Superintendent
Educational literature has paid little attention to the rural superintendency. Rural schools
are deemed rural based upon the criteria of being at least an hour’s drive from an urban center
(Arnold et al., 2007). According to the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction (NDDPI),
rural school districts in North Dakota are defined by a total average daily attendance (ADA) of
“fewer than 600 students or serve only schools that are located in counties with a population
density of fewer than ten persons per square mile” (NDDPI, n.d., p. 9). Of the 53 counties in
North Dakota and the 2020-2021 student enrollment per county, approximately 43% of the
states' student population are considered rural based on the fewer than 600 student enrollment
thresholds. The remainder, 57% of the states' student population, are considered urban. The
North Dakota rural student population represents a critical aspect of North Dakota’s education
system.
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As previously noted in the AASA standards, the superintendent position has specific
leadership skills or responsibilities that are part of the role (Hoyle, 1993). With the combination
of smaller student enrollment and financial constraints in rural school districts, these
superintendents are likely expected to be personally responsible for more of the district's daily
operations (Howley & Pendarvis, 2002). For example, it is common for a rural superintendent to
teach a class, drive a bus, handle the paperwork for federal and state programming custodial
duties, among other responsibilities. For this reason, rural superintendents’ roles and
responsibilities will inevitably be vastly different from their urban district counterparts. One rural
superintendent described the work as “putting a puzzle together” (Lamkin, 2006 p. 21), requiring
a superintendent to be a “jack of all trades” (Lamkin, 2006, p. 21).
“Superintendents function in an environment of nearly continuous turbulence challenged
by concerns and pressures that compete for their attention and resolution” (Starratt, 2004, p. 29).
Being the sole decision-maker in the district lends the rural superintendent to always take
ownership of any problem that arises. In a rural school board president’s survey, the results from
those respondents found the desirable traits of a rural superintendent to be good moral character,
integrity, honesty, and good personality (Kennedy & Baker, 1987). Furthermore, rural
superintendents are regarded as extraordinary leaders and frequently face many uncertain
obstacles.
Along with the need for the rural superintendents to wear multiple hats, there is also a
higher expectation in rural communities that the school provides a venue or events for most of
the social and recreational activities for the community of all ages (Copeland, 2013). For
example, rural communities may look to the superintendent to assist and participate in city and
county economic growth and development plans, partner with the local park and recreation
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activities, and many other local organizations. An intimate level of involvement expected within
the community from rural school districts may explain why rural superintendents conveyed
having a greater sense of responsibility than urban superintendents (Copeland, 2013).
There is a need to understand rural communities and their schools which is frequently
complicated by the differences in dynamics that exist from one rural location to another (Arnold
et al., 2007). However, rural school districts share similar challenges and barriers, such as
attracting and retaining qualified teachers and leaders (Arnold et al., 2007). In addition, for the
last two decades, rural communities have experienced a “hollowing out” in losing the youngest
and talented people simultaneously as the farm and industry transform the landscape for those
that stay in the community. Therefore, rural superintendents have to understand schools'
influence within the community.
As a result of the small-sized school districts, rural superintendents are put under
tremendous strain (Copeland, 2013) because rural superintendents are expected to serve in
multiple capacities. As one can see, rural superintendents face many other challenges created by
the dynamics of community connections that naturally may create push and pull factors of this
position.
Superintendent Retention and Turnover
The study of school superintendent length of tenure has the attention of school boards and
their communities. A minimum of five consecutive years of consistency is necessary for a school
district to experience success (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992; Wallace, 1996). Much of the research
shows that the average superintendent tenure within the same district is between 2.5 years
(Natkin et al., 2002) and 6.43 years (Cooper et al., 2000, Glass & Franceschini, 2007). Although
many superintendents remain in their role for more than a decade. Glass and Franceshini (2007)
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convey that the average length of tenure in any given school district is five years. The research
concludes that the estimates of superintendent tenure are not consistent across studies, but the
average length of tenure has minimally changed since the 1970s (Natkin et al., 2002).
Of the approximately 20% of superintendents that turn over their positions every year,
more than half of them leave superintendency altogether either due to retirement or leaving the
field of education (Grissom & Mitani, 2016). Past research of the career movement of rural
school superintendents mirrors that of the top executive career movement, which uncovered
governing board conflicts, weak employment contracts, internal subunit pressures within the
organization, community stakeholder pressures, and fiscal strain (Glass et al., 2000; Grissom &
Anderson, 2012; Lamkin, 2006). In a 2000 study, other reasons superintendents cited leaving
were having been in the district long enough to desire a new challenge, family considerations or
commitments, and retirement (Glass et al., 2000). For example, spouse’s career mobility and
growth; access to daycare, shopping, and recreational activities; along with close proximity to
extended family.
In addition, board member turnover often leads to the resignation of superintendents or
replacements as a result of new and incoming board memberships (Lutz & Iannaccone, 1986).
Literature suggests that poor relationships among superintendent and school board members
impact superintendent turnover across all school districts, making this even more prevalent for
smaller rural districts. (Parker, 1996). The 2000 Study of the American Superintendency (Glass
et al., 2000) stated that "nationally, 14.6% of superintendents left their positions due to conflict
with the school board; however, the percentage was lower in larger districts (10.2%), and
substantially higher in the smallest school districts (24.8% in districts with 300 or fewer
students)” (p. 69). These working conditions increased the likelihood of superintendent turnover

27

or departure. This aligns with Elliff (2016), who indicated that adding a mixture of politics, a
churn of board members, board involvement in personnel matters, and lack of clarity in roles are
reasons for superintendent turnover.
Grissom and Mitani (2016) arrived at the unsurprising result of a lower likelihood of
superintendent turnover linked to higher salaries. Likewise, much of the research on
superintendent retention identifies the linkage of a higher salary to a low likelihood of turnover
and elevated job satisfaction (Grissom & Anderson, 2012; Grissom & Mitani, 2016; Wood et al.,
2013). In addition, Wood et al. (2013) discussed the issue of salary as becoming especially
important for the rural districts located near urban areas. This means school boards hiring
superintendents must pay attention to the financial packages offered in the nearby urban districts
they compete against when considering recruitment and retention strategies. Grissom and
Mitani's (2016) study also provided substantial evidence that superintendents' career mobility
tends to move from rural to urban and suburban superintendent positions to seek higher salaries.
This illustrates that the "pull" of career advancement and "push" must be considered due to the
difficulties within the current work environment as important contributors to the departure of
superintendents.
The study by Grissom and Mitani (2016) summarized three significant findings of
superintendent mobility. “First, superintendents appear to sort toward districts with more
advantaged student populations. There are no significant differences in the minority populations.
Second, superintendents systematically move to larger districts in more urban contexts. Finally,
and most strikingly, we observe a salary bump associated with moving of about $10,000…a 12%
increase” (p. 379).
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Recent studies found that rural district turnover is often associated with low salary, low
status, challenging expectations, and job conditions, frequently leading to a change in school
districts but not leaving the role (Grissom & Anderson, 2012; Kowalski, 2006; Wood et al.,
2013). Frequently, rural superintendent positions are accepted by individuals expecting to gain
experience and expertise in years of service in career preparation for a position in a larger district
and community (Kowalski, 2006). However, research has found that of the superintendents
moving to a different position, 76% were leaving a rural school district (Glass et al., 2000;
Grissom & Mitani, 2016; Kowalski, 2006). This holds profound implications for many districts
in North Dakota, given its challenging and rural geographical landscape.
The literature pointed to career advancement, job demands and pressures, and
diminishing resources as contributing factors influencing a superintendent's leaving a school
district. The results paint a complex picture of superintendent turnover and common question
assumptions. Gaining an understanding of the factors associated with rural superintendent tenure
and turnover may allow rural school boards to be better positioned to proactively retain their
valued superintendents who meet the expectations and needs of their rural district.
Experts within the field of education view the superintendent as the instructional leader
and an agent of change for the school district (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Fullen &
Hargreaves, 1992; Waters & Marzano, 2006). The superintendent supports an organizational
structure the district needs to bring about change. "When leaders fail to achieve organizational
coherence, the system does not work well for anyone- students, teachers, administrators, or
parents” (Childress et al., 2007, p. 11). McKay and Grady (1994) say it best that superintendents
with short tenures and the change it brings are the greatest single interruption to improving
schools today.
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Regarding the results of increased student achievement and status of tenure, numerous
discrepancies exist within the literature on the status of tenure and not having the ample time
needed to make an impact. It takes an investment of time for a superintendent to make a systemic
organizational change, to develop a trusting relationship with stakeholders, to make the right
influence on student achievement. The overarching implication is that short-tenured
superintendents cannot generate a successful and sustainable change in school districts (Williams
& Hatch, 2012).
A literature review uncovered many factors influencing a superintendent’s decision to
leave a school district; however, limited research identifies why superintendents remain in their
position. This study has been developed to fill this gap by exploring the factors or combination
of factors that influence a superintendent's decision to stay or leave a school district, specifically
among North Dakota superintendents.
Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in both the dissatisfaction theory and the push-pull career
movement theory. Both theories have been utilized to understand the phenomenon of tenure and
turnover through the lens of superintendents and the school districts in which they reside. The
effects play a critical role when every school superintendent needs to decide whether they have a
desire to stay or leave a school district.
Iannaccone and Lutz (1970) originally formulated the dissatisfaction theory to understand
how an individual comes into an organization to do a particular job and is praised for doing an
excellent job by the organization that hired them. However, due to continuous change over time,
the individual unknowingly creates opposition from the outside to both themselves and the
business. Much of the early works addressing superintendent turnover were rooted in
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dissatisfaction theory (Grissom & Anderson, 2013). For Grissom and Anderson (2013), the
dissatisfaction theory infers that community dissatisfaction gradually and continually builds with
regard to district performance when they experience long durations of unchanging school board
members until reaching a boiling point at which school board members are eventually relieved of
the office, and the superintendent replaced and implementing a new regime and/or educational
philosophy.
This study is also grounded in the Push-Pull Career Movement Theory. The Push-Pull
Theory was formulated by March and Simon (1958) when assessing job market conditions and
analyzing labor market mobility. Push-Pull Theory has been applied in numerous contexts and in
many studies. However, Tekniepe and Stream (2012) have recently applied the Push-Pull Theory
to leadership roles, including top executives, city managers, college presidents, and rural
superintendents, to explain the why behind turnover among these groups. The past 20 years of
the career movement research suggests that leadership turnover is directly affected by what is
called the push and pull factors. For example, Tekniepe (2015) describes,
Push factors are most commonly associated with pressures that force leaders from their
current positions. Push factors that affect rural superintendents can include conflict with
the school board, pressures that originate from inside the organization, pressures that
originate from inside the organization, pressures from within the community, or simply
negative perceptions of the superintendent’s ability to adequately manage the fiscal
affairs of the district. Pull factors, in contrast, are those typically facilitating his or her
opportunity for professional, financial, or personal advancement to another jurisdiction.
(p. 2)
Campbell (2001) supported this:
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Community stakeholders, special interest groups, and the pressures they exert can
complicate a superintendent’s ability to direct administrative operations of a school
district. Therefore, superintendents who are skilled in responding to community and
political pressures-with an aim toward mutually beneficial outcomes-might be more
likely to avoid a push-induced departure (Tekneipe, 2015, p. 3).
Quantitative research is limited regarding the Push-Pull Theory applied to the career
movement of rural superintendents. This area of focus has sparked the author’s curiosity as
collaboration among diverse colleagues has been of high value. Understanding the push and pull
perspectives of a first-year superintendent is going to be different from that of a tenured
superintendent and will provide a different consideration for retention and turnover. The goal of
this research is to contribute to the body of knowledge on the Push-Pull factors that influence the
superintendents’ decision to stay or leave.
The theoretical framework was built around both the dissatisfaction theory and the pushpull theory for two main reasons. The first is that each theory has a strong correlation to
understanding the superintendent tenure phenomenon. The second reason was due to the
researcher’s personal superintendent experience and expertise and the need to understand how
the superintendent's experiences and perceptions play a significant role in determining whether
they stay or leave their school district.
Research Question
What are the factors that influence a rural superintendent’s decision to stay or leave the
school district?

32

Conclusions
This chapter has reviewed current literature on both superintendent retention and turnover
as well as described the two theories that will serve the author to ground this study. The next
chapter will present information on the methodology used to conduct this study. The goal of this
research is to further the body of knowledge of how the Dissatisfaction and Push-Pull Theory are
associated with rural superintendent decisions to stay or leave their current school district. The
results of this study will provide both superintendents and school boards with a greater
understanding of the impact these factors have on a superintendent’s decision. In turn, it may
result in systemic change that can impact longer superintendent tenure and organizational
stability within a school district.
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CHAPTER 3
Methods
The root of why superintendents decide to stay or leave their school district is a needed
answer for school districts and their governing school board to improve in their efforts to retain a
superintendent and maintain a positive effect on the school system. School districts that have a
high level of turnover create environments where school district governing boards are spending
more time hiring the next incoming superintendent than influencing the vision of the district.
This study will investigate the factors that influence a superintendent's decision to stay or leave
the school district, specifically among North Dakota superintendents. The overall goal of this
study is to provide insight to North Dakota school boards in an effort to establish greater success
in retaining a superintendent, which will affect its school district stability and short and longterm vision. This chapter will outline the design and plan for this study.
Research Question
What are the factors that influence a rural superintendent’s decision to stay or leave the
school district?
Research Design
This study will utilize a quantitative exploratory survey research design under the
paradigm of post-positivism, which will allow the researcher to contribute to the current lack of
research in the area specific to superintendents and retention as well as incorporate the collection
of qualitative data to support the understanding of the quantitative data will be collected. When
attempting to measure and validate the experiences of a number of people that share a particular
belief or trait, a quantitative design is commonly applied (Nardi, 2003). The post-positivist
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research paradigm is a more contemporary scientific approach (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Researchers utilizing the post-positivist paradigm "believe in multiple perspectives from
participants rather than a single reality" (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 23). Therefore, the described
design was determined the most appropriate for examining the reasons why a superintendent
decides to stay or leave their current school district.
The study will employ a direct email survey questionnaire, which is an effective
administrative gathering tool whenever the researcher has access to all participants in the group
for measuring their attitudes and opinions (Fraenkel et al., 2012). The central purpose of using a
survey research technique is to design a one-shot survey with the purpose of describing the
characteristics of a group or population (Fraenkel et al., 2012) where the participants can share
their opinions, attitudes, experiences, behaviors, and other characteristics. “In essence, what
researchers want to find out is how the members of a population distribute themselves on one or
more variables (i.e., age, ethnicity, religious preference, attitudes toward school)” (Fraenkel et
al., 2019, p. 390). The primary focus of this study is to describe the reasons why a superintendent
decides to stay or leave their current school district.
Setting
The proposed research can be accomplished at the researcher’s current place of
employment and current role as a third-year superintendent and the 167 superintendents who will
be sent a survey directly serving North Dakota school districts. The state of North Dakota
encompasses 139,000 square miles. North Dakota Department of Public Instruction specifically
defines rural schools as having "an average daily attendance of less than 600 or each county in
which a school is located and served by a school district with a population density of fewer than
ten people per square mile" (North Dakota Department of Public Instruction, n.d., p. 9).
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Geographically, these 180 school districts represent a total of 53 counties, 576 K-12
public schools, and a total of approximately 124,000 students enrolled in K-12 public education
as of 2020-2021 across the state of North Dakota. Of the 53 counties in North Dakota and the
2020-2021 student enrollment per county, approximately 43% of the state’s student population is
considered rural based on the fewer than 600 student enrollment thresholds. The remainder, 57%
of the states' student population, are considered urban. The North Dakota rural student
population represents a critical aspect of North Dakota's educational system. In addition, North
Dakota has a relatively lower number of K-12 public schools compared to the neighboring state
of South Dakota. For example, South Dakota’s public-school system consists of 697 K-12 public
schools. The current landscape across North Dakota has experienced a consistent increase in
retirements which has resulted in a steady movement across school districts within the
superintendent positions. Statistics on the student, teacher, and school board demographic
characteristics specific to North Dakota were not readily available to the author nor publicly
reported information. This study will contribute to filling this data gap.
Participants
A Qualtrics online survey will be emailed to 167 Superintendents directly practicing in
North Dakota School Districts in the 2021-2022 school year. Superintendents included in this
study represent a wide range of school districts and student enrollment sizes. Districts are varied
in size from small student enrollment with populations as low as five students to large school
districts with student populations of approximately 14,000. The average district had a student
population of 668. Statistics on the demographic characteristics specific to North Dakota
Superintendents were not readily available to the author nor publicly reported information. This
study will contribute to filling this data gap.
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Sampling
This study will focus on convenience sampling of North Dakota School District
Superintendents. Fraenkel et al. (2012) do not provide a concrete definition of convenience
sampling; however, they suggest that "a convenience sample is a group of individuals who
(conveniently) are available for the study" (p. 99). Data will be collected from a population of
North Dakota superintendents with no regard for years of experience, and the sample will be
composed of a superintendent who was willing to respond to the questionnaire. The goal is to
collect a sample that represents 50% of the population (i.e., 83 participants).
Instrumentation
The cross-sectional questionnaire that will be administered to all participants was
designed in Qualtrics (see Appendix A). The questionnaire was developed based on an extensive
review of the literature on similar studies examining factors influencing superintendent
departure. In order to develop the questionnaire, the following sources were utilized: The State of
the American School Superintendency: A Mid-Decade Study (Glass & Fransceschini, 2007),
Factors Impacting Superintendent Turnover: Lessons from the Field (Byrd et al., 2006),
Predicting and Modeling Superintendent Turnover (Natkin & Cooper, 2002), and The Study of
the American School Superintendency 2000 (Glass et al., 2000).
The questionnaire consists of 24 total questions. There are 22 closed-ended questions in
multiple different formats and two open-ended questions. The participants will be asked one
question pertaining to a list of factors that influence their decision to leave their current school
district. The participants will be asked one question pertaining to a list of factors that influence
their decision to stay in their current school district.
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In addition, two open-ended questions will ask participants to provide information on
other reasons for their decision to stay or leave their current school district that may not have
been addressed by the Qualtrics closed-ended questions. This provides the opportunity to explore
the existence of other factors not identified in the current literature, which may offer an
opportunity to further the literature. The remainder of the questions pertains to the collection of
demographic characteristics of the participants. The overall design of the questionnaire has been
developed to capture respondents' opinions about their personal experience with factors that may
or may not influence their decision to stay or leave their current job placement.
The questionnaire will be organized into three sections. Section A of the questionnaire
asks all participants demographic questions. The demographic questions include their gender,
age, educational level, district student enrollment size, district location, length of time served as
an educator, length of time served as superintendent, among others.
Section B of the questionnaire asks participants a question to determine the weight of
possible factors influencing their decision to leave their current school district. Using a Likert
scale to measure the intensity of participants’ opinions and attitudes, 1 indicated the highest
influence to stay, 2 indicated moderate influence to stay, 3 indicated neither, 4 indicated
moderate influence to leave, and 5 indicated the highest influence to leave. Participants selected
to what degree each statement influenced their decision to leave their school district.
Specifically, these questions addressed factors such as burnout, political conflicts, retirement,
financial inadequacies, increased time requirements, the desire for more time with family,
internal and external mandates, increased demands and accountability, desire for increased salary
and improved benefits packages, spouse career, desire to relocate, lack of support, school board
turnover, among others. This section of the questionnaire also asks participants a question to
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determine the possible factors influencing their decision to stay in their current school district.
Using a Likert scale to measure the intensity of participants' opinions and attitudes, 1 indicated
the highest influence to stay, 2 indicated moderate influence to stay, 3 indicated neither, 4
indicated moderate influence to leave, and 5 indicated the highest influence to leave. Participants
selected to what degree each statement influenced their decision to stay in their school district.
Specifically, this question addressed factors such as strong financial resources, ability and desire
to make a difference and inspire, support from staff, school board, and community, satisfaction
with salary, work-life balance, family and friendships in the community, spouse’s career, and
among others.
Section C includes two open-ended questions that will explore reasons to stay and leave
that have not been addressed by closed-ended questions.
Data Collection
The goal is to collect a sample that represents 50% of the population (i.e., 83
participants). The data collection process can be done efficiently with the design of a rapid turnaround by these individuals participating in this study via electronic means (i.e., Qualtrics
questionnaire) to uphold the confidentiality of the participants in this study. The expectation is
that all communications will be completed electronically, with no physical travel requirements
expected. An email invitation to complete the questionnaire will be sent to all potential
participants using N.D. Superintendent listservs. In addition, the author also has a master email
list for all N.D. superintendents that can be used for distribution as an additional approach.
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Data Analysis
Quantitative data will be analyzed using descriptive statistics (i.e., measures of central
tendency, measures of dispersion) and exploratory inferential statistics (i.e., Pearson Product
Moment correlation). The latter will require the exploration of statistical assumptions observed
in the data (e.g., normality). The Statistical Packet for the Social Sciences software (SPSS) will
be used for the analysis of all quantitative data. Qualitative data will be analyzed using an
inductive, data-driven, thematic analysis. The discoveries through this type of data analysis can
lead to meaningful interpretations (Creswell, 2009). Data will be analyzed by taking survey
results downloaded into an Excel spreadsheet and importing them into SPSS. This study will use
descriptive statistics to assess demographic information and to summarize the participant’s
factors that influenced their decision to stay or leave a school district.
Research Question and System Alignment
Table 3.1 provides a description of the alignment between the study Research Question
and the methods used to ensure that all variables of the study have been adequately accounted
for.
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Table 3.1.
Research Question and Overall Alignment
Research
Paradigm

Research
Design

Postpositivist

Crosssectional

Research

Variables

Instrument

Sources and
Expected Sample
Size

Technique
(e.g.,
interview)

Data
Analysis

Qualtrics

Superintendents

Electronic
Questionnaire

Pearson

Question

What are the factors that
influence rural
Questionnaire superintendents’ decision
to stay or leave their
school district?

O.V.:
Retention
P.V.:
Demographics

Research
Survey

PM
Correlation

Family-related
factors

Measures of
Central
Tendency

School-related
factors

Measures of
Dispersion

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Procedures
The proposed research is conducted at the researcher’s current place of employment as
superintendent of North Dakota. The email address of all Superintendents across the state of
North Dakota will be obtained, and an email informing them of the study and request for
participation will be sent in early January, a week after classes resume. The email will also
provide detailed instructions regarding access to the electronic survey. Two email reminders will
be sent with a deadline for completion, one week after the initial submission and at the
completion of the second week.
All participants in the study will be reminded that their anonymity is assured. “It is a
fundamental responsibility of every researcher to do all in his or her power to ensure that
participants in a research study are protected from physical or psychological harm, discomfort, or
danger that may arise due to research procedures” (Fraenkel et al., 2019, p. 63). With
superintendent leadership positions representing a small select group of individuals across the
state of North Dakota, this statement couldn’t be most significant. Informed consent will be
obtained from participants, and strict confidentiality will be assured during any data collection
processes. All participants in the study will have the right to withdraw from the study and request
the data about them not be included in the study.
Ethical Considerations
The potential risk to all participants is very low. The survey questions do not include any
specific identifiers such as school district names or the name of the participant. All data gathered
in this study will be de-identified. Any open-ended responses will use pseudonyms.
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To conduct the study, the researcher received approval on December 10, 2020, from
Minnesota State University Moorhead Institutional Review Board (IRB) along with the
necessary authorization from any local School District superintendent participants. The goal of
the IRB is to protect the rights of the participants in this research study (Creswell, 2008).
Informed consent will be obtained from participants. The letter of informed consent information
can be found in Appendix C.
Conclusions
This chapter described the research methods used in this study. This study follows a
quantitative exploratory survey study under the paradigm of post-positivism. The survey research
design is used to obtain primary data regarding N.D. superintendent demographics, the factors
that influence a superintendent’s decision to stay or leave the school district, and from an openended question allowing participants to provide other reasons to stay or leave that may not have
been provided within previous questions within the questionnaire. The next chapter will describe
the results of the study.
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CHAPTER 4
Results
This chapter reports the findings from a quantitative exploratory survey designed to
understand the factors influencing superintendent retention and turnover in North Dakota school
districts. The overall goal of this study was to provide insight to North Dakota school boards in
an effort to establish greater success in retaining a superintendent, which affects its school
district stability and short and long-term vision.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the quantitative exploratory survey study was to understand the factors or
combination of factors that may influence the superintendent's decision to stay or leave a school
district, specifically among North Dakota superintendents. In addition, the study explored the
influencing factors, such as job demands and pressures, fiscal resources, career advancement,
and professional development, and the role they had on a superintendent's decision to stay or
leave a school district. The researcher explored the correlations between superintendents’ selfappraised chances of staying within the district or staying in their role as a superintendent and the
influencing factors, disaggregated by gender.
Research Question
This study focused on the perspectives of North Dakota rural superintendents remaining
in their positions or leaving without regard to years of experience. The central question to guide
this study is:
What are the factors that influence rural superintendents’ decision to stay or leave their school
district?
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The questionnaire was organized in three sections. Section A of the questionnaire asked
all participants demographic questions. The demographic questions included their gender, age,
educational level, district student enrollment size, district location, length of time served as an
educator, length of time served as superintendent, among others. Section B of the questionnaire
asked participants questions to determine the weight of possible factors influencing their decision
to leave or stay their current school district or their role as superintendent. Using a Likert scale to
measure the intensity of participants’ opinions and attitudes, 1 indicated the highest influence to
stay, 2 indicated moderate influence to stay, 3 indicated neither, 4 indicated moderate influence
to leave, and 5 indicated the highest influence to leave, participants selected to what degree each
statement influenced their decision to leave or stay their school district. Specifically, these
questions addressed factors such as burnout, political conflicts, retirement, financial
inadequacies, increased time requirements, the desire for more time with family, internal and
external mandates, increased demands and accountability, desire for increased salary and
improved benefits packages, spouse career, desire to relocate, lack of support, school board
turnover, among others. This section of the questionnaire also asked participants a question to
determine other possible factors influencing their decision to stay in their current school district.
Using a Likert scale to measure the intensity of participants' opinions and attitudes, 1 indicated
the highest influence to stay, 2 indicated moderate influence to stay, 3 indicated neither, 4
indicated moderate influence to leave, and 5 indicated the highest influence to leave. Participants
selected to what degree each statement influenced their decision to stay in their school district.
Specifically, this section addressed factors such as strong financial resources, ability and desire
to make a difference and inspire, support from staff, school board, and community, satisfaction
with salary, work-life balance, family and friendships in the community, and spouse’s career,
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and among others. Section C included two open-ended questions that allowed for the participants
to share and describe any other reasons to stay and leave that may not have been addressed by
the closed-ended questions.
Participants
Section A Demographics of Participants
An individual email invitation requesting participation in the online questionnaire was
sent to 167 Superintendents representing and directly serving school districts across the state of
North Dakota. The survey produced a response rate of 63% (n=100), meeting the author’s goal to
collect a sample that represented at least 50% of the population (i.e., 83 participants). However,
it is important to note that some participants chose not to answer specific questions which
adjusted to a lower total response rate per question.
Figure 1 represents 100 participants by gender, demonstrating the majority of the
respondents were men as it can be deduced, women were under-represented.
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Figure 1
Participant Gender

As shown in Table 4, most respondents were middle-aged (M=50.74). Years as an
educator ranged from 9 to 43 years with a mean of 25.70. However, the number of years worked
as a Superintendent varied from 0 to 34 years with a mean of 9.95 years. For woman, the number
of years worked as a Superintendent represented a mean of 7.37 years and men represented a
mean of 9.00 years.
Table 4
Participant Demographic Characteristics
n

Mean

Median

Std.
Deviation

What is your age?

91

50.74

51.00

9.23

34.00

69.00

How many years have you
been an Educator?

93

25.70

26.00

9.13

9.00

43.00

How long have you served
in your current
Superintendent position?

93

6.52

5.00

4.67

1.00

21.00

Minimum Maximum
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How many years have you
worked as a Superintendent?

n

Mean

Median

Std.
Deviation

92

9.95

8.00

7.48

Minimum Maximum
.00

34.00

Figure 2 demonstrates the years served in the CURRENT Superintendent position ranged
from 1 to 21 years and a mean of 6.52 years with a mean response of 6.5 years.
Figure 2
Frequency of Years Served in Current Superintendent Position
12

11
11
10
9

9

9

9

Frequency of Response

9
8
8

7
7
6

6

6
5
5
4

4

4
3
2
2
1

1

1

1

1
1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00 6.00 7.00 8.00 9.00 10.00 11.00 12.00 14.00 15.00 17.00 20.00 21.00
Number of Years

Table 5 demonstrates the majority of participants hold or are working towards advanced
degrees. The highest education level attained revealed that 59.2% earned a master’s and 16.5%
earned a doctorate degree.
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Table 5
Participant Highest Degree Attained
n

%

Graduate credit toward a master's degree

3

2.9%

Earned master's degree

61

59.2%

Earned credit towards a doctoral degree

12

11.7%

Earned doctorate degree

17

16.5%

The participants’ marital status (Table 6) showed that 82.5% were married or were in
domestic partnerships and a handful were single or never married or were divorced. It is
important to note that the response rate to specific questions may be smaller because respondents
chose not to answer a question.
Table 6
Participant Marital Status
n

%

Single/never married

4

3.9%

Married/Domestic partnership

85

82.5%

Divorced

5

4.9%

Table 7 presents findings relative to the participant’s district size based upon student
enrollment stratified into five data points. The study participants represented Superintendents
from a range of school districts with student enrollment sizes including small, mid-sized, and
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large schools located in North Dakota. The majority, 57.3%, worked at school districts with a
student enrollment size of 300 or less, and 21.4% with a student enrollment size of 301-600.
Table 7
Demographic Characteristics of School District Population
n

%

1-300

59

57.3%

301-600

22

21.4%

601-1000

8

7.8%

1001-3000

4

3.9%

3001-6000

1

1.0%

Table 8 revealed that 52.4% of Superintendents in North Dakota do not work as dual role
Administrators, while 38.8% of Administrators said yes. Of those that hold dual role positions,
the majority equally hold a Superintendent/Athletic Director role and Superintendent/Other
respectively at 10.7%.
Table 8
Dual Role Superintendents
n

%

Yes

40

38.8%

No

54

52.4%
n

%

Superintendent/Elementary Principal

10

9.7%

Superintendent/High School Principal

8

7.8%

Superintendent/Athletic Director

11

10.7%

Superintendent/Other

11

10.7%
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Table 9 reports the role or position held immediately before their current position as
Superintendent. The majority held positions as high school principals 28.2%, superintendents
25.2%, and elementary principals 21.4% previous to their current superintendency.
Table 9
Participant Previous Position Held
n

%

Superintendent

26

25.2%

Assistant/Associate Superintendent

1

1.0%

High School Principal

29

28.2%

Elementary Principal

22

21.4%

Counselor

3

2.9%

Special Education Director

1

1.0%

Teacher

5

4.9%

Other

7

6.8%

Table 10 indicates North Dakota Superintendents appraisal of their work making a
positive impact in their school district. Of the participants 55.3% strongly agree and 29.1%
somewhat agree.
Table 10
Participants Appraisal of Work Making Positive Impact
n

%

Strongly agree

57

55.3%

Somewhat agree

30

29.1%

Neither agree nor disagree

4

3.9%

Strongly disagree

3

2.9%
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As shown in Table 11, participants were asked if they selected their current school
district by design (promoted within), recruited, or because it was an opportunity to be a
Superintendent. The highest response selected their school district as an opportunity to be a
Superintendent with 56.3%. Followed by 17.5% responded to selecting their school district by
being promoted within or by design.
Table 11
Participant Selection of Current School District
n

%

Design

18

17.5%

Opportunity

58

56.3%

Recruited

16

15.5%

As the data indicated in Figure 3, the overwhelming response of Superintendents was that
they were not actively searching for other working opportunities, while very few said yes for a
few other reasons.

52

Figure 3
Participants Actively Searching for Other Superintendent Opportunities

When considering leaving the role (Figure 4) as a Superintendent, the majority of the
participants responded negatively.
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Figure 4
Participants Considering Leaving Superintendent Role

Figure 5 provides a summary of the future plans of the Superintendents broken into six
data points. The two highest responses indicate Superintendents would probably continue as
Superintendent’s until they could qualify for minimum state retirement prior to age 65 and/or
continue in their current district or another district or another job in education until the normal
retirement age of 65 or older.
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Figure 5
Participant Future Superintendent Plans

As shown in Table 13, the mean of 79.98 demonstrates a high percentage of
Superintendents will stay with their current school district for the next academic year. In
addition, a mean of 77.40 indicates the participants’ high chance of staying in the role as a
Superintendent.
Table 13
Participant Chances of Staying at Current School District

What are the chances of
you staying at your
current school district for
the next academic year?

n

Mean

Median

Std.
Deviation

Minimum

Maximum

91

79.97

95.00

29.74

.00

100.00
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What are the chances of
you staying in the role as
a Superintendent?

n

Mean

Median

Std.
Deviation

Minimum

Maximum

87

77.40

90.00

27.75

.00

100.00

What are the factors that influence rural superintendents’ decision to stay or leave their
school district?
This study focused on the perspectives of North Dakota rural superintendents remaining
in their positions or leaving and the factors that may play an influential role in making the
decision.
Section B Influencing Factors
Illustrated in Figure 6, participants responded to 29 questions, representing potentially
influencing factors, to ascertain the degree each one played in the decision to stay or leave their
current school district. The question asked, “When considering why you would STAY or
LEAVE your current school district, to what degree would the following factors influence your
decision?” The lowest mean represents the highest chance of staying and the highest mean
represents the highest chance of leaving. The mean of 3 (or close to 3) denotes neither influence
to stay or leave. Again, as previously stated, the number of responses varies due to participants’
failure to respond to each statement.
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Figure 6
Factors Influencing Superintendents’ Decision to Stay or Leave Their Current School District
Highest Influence to STAY
1

Moderate Influence to STAY
2

Neither
3

Commitment to the beliefs and values in the school system
The vision & culture of the school district
My work ethic is supported
School Board has a willingness to be proactive
Friendships & family in the community
Ability to build leadership and organizational capacity
Salary
Retirement/Pension
Desire to serve a smaller school district
Benefit package
Obtain a superintendency position out of state and begin a second retirement plan
Desire to serve a larger district
Spouses career
Internal (District) mandates and requirements
Change of position to Principal role
Desire to relocate
Financial inadequacies and uncertainty in the district, making the job difficult to perform
Single year contract instability
Retirement age
Work-life balance
Obtain another position outside of K-12
Desire to experience a new challenge
School Board turnover
Community pressures & conflicts
Time requirements of the position
Unreasonable work load
Increased demand and accountability pressures
Burn Out from serving multiple capacities
External mandates or requirements from national, state or other resources

Moderate Influence to LEAVE
4

Highest Influence to LEAVE
5

37
34
35
31
33
30

37
11 6 1
38
13 6 1
32
18 4 3
35
14 5 5
28
21
8 3
28
24
11 0
12
33
26
16 4
18
30
21
10 13
15
9
64
42
14
19
42
14 3
15 7
61
5 5
13
13
48
14 5
10 11
54
10 6
9 13
40
27
4
10 5
60
9 10
12 6
42
23
8
6 11
46
29
2
6 8
53
21
6
8 15
39
10
19
12
18
21
22
20
8 5
46
26
9
6 6
42
31
6
5 9
40
30
8
8 10
35
27
14
5 10
31
33
14
3 10
21
40
17
36
22
45
18
22
28
39
23
05
24
35
29
0

20

40

60

80

Total

92
92
92
90
93
93
91
92
94
92
93
93
91
93
94
91
94
94
91
93
94
91
92
94
93
91
94
94
93
100

120

140

Mean

1.88
1.93
2.00
2.09
2.14
2.17
2.64
2.67
2.67
2.71
2.76
2.81
2.90
3.01
3.04
3.10
3.11
3.14
3.19
3.22
3.24
3.27
3.29
3.31
3.44
3.64
3.73
3.84
3.95
160

180

200
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Table 14 examines the frequencies by answer choice in addition to the mean of 2.50 or
lower which represent responses to factors considered moderate to high influence to stay at the
current school district. The strongest influences on a superintendent’s decision to stay within the
current school district was the commitment to the beliefs and values in the school system M =
1.88 closely followed by the vision and culture of the school district, with a M = 1.93. Other
factors with a strong influence to stay includes: my work ethic is supported (M = 2.00), school
board has a willingness to be proactive (M = 2.09), friendships and family in the community (M
= 2.14), ability to build leadership and organizational capacity (M = 2.17), salary (M = 2.64), and
retirement/pension (M = 2.67). Interestingly, the factors that hold the strongest influence on
retention are closely related to matching one’s own philosophies, commitments and beliefs and
the alignment to the superintendency role within the current school district and community.
Table 14
Superintendent Influencing Factors to Stay at Current School District

Statement
Commitment to the beliefs
and values in the school
system
The vision & culture of the
school district
My work ethic is supported
School Board has a
willingness to be proactive
Friendships & family in the
community
Ability to build leadership
and organizational capacity

Highest
Influence
to STAY
1
37

Moderate
Influence
to STAY
2
37

11

Moderate
Influence
to LEAVE
4
6

34

38

13

6

1

92

1.93

35
31

32
35

18
14

4
5

3
5

92
90

2.00
2.09

33

28

21

8

3

93

2.14

30

28

24

11

0

93

2.17

Neither
3

Highest
Influence
n Mean
to LEAVE
5
1
92 1.88
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Table 15 shows the frequencies by answer choice in addition to the mean of 3.5 or higher,
which denotes the moderate to high influence to leave the current school district. External
mandates or requirements from national, state, or other resources were a compelling factor with a
mean response rate of 3.95. Burnout from serving multiple capacities was another factor that was
higher with a mean response rate of 3.84. Increased demand and accountability pressures, with a
mean of 3.73, closely followed. Other influencing factor why superintendents might choose to
leave their current school district includes unreasonable workload (M = 3.64), time requirements
of the position (M = 3.44), and work-life balance (M = 3.22).
Table 15
Superintendent Influencing Factors to Leave Current School District

Statement

Unreasonable workload
Increased demand and
accountability pressures
Burn Out from serving
multiple capacities
External mandates or
requirements from national,
state or other resources

3
3

10
6

21
22

40
45

Highest
Influence
to
LEAVE
5
17
18

2

2

28

39

23

94

3.84

0

5

24

35

29

93

3.95

Highest Moderate
Moderate
Influence Influence Neither Influence
to STAY to STAY
3
to LEAVE
1
2
4

n

Mean

91
94

3.64
3.73

On the other hand, Table 16 examines the frequencies by answer choice with a mean of
2.50 to 3.50 that denotes least significance in influencing the decision to stay or leave their
current school district. The top factors that appear to have no significance in influencing
superintendent’s decision to stay or leave their current school district are the desire to serve a
smaller school district, obtain a superintendency position out of state and begin a second
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retirement plan, change of position to Principal role, spouse’s career, and single year contract
instability. Each of these statements had an overwhelming response to not having an influence on
the decision to stay or leave. It is also important to note other factors play a more neutral role in
not having a significance on the decision to stay or leave including the desire to serve a larger
district, obtain another position outside of K-12, financial inadequacies, and uncertainty in the
district making the job difficult to perform, the desire to experience a new challenge, the desire
to relocate, benefits package, school board turnover, internal (district) mandates and
requirements, retirement age, community pressures and conflicts, among others.
Table 16
Superintendent Neutral Factors to Stay or Leave Current School District

Statement

Salary
Desire to serve a smaller
school district
Retirement/Pension
Benefit package
Obtain a superintendency
position out of state and begin
a second retirement plan
Desire to serve a larger
district
Spouses career
Internal (District) mandates
and requirements
Change of position to
Principal role
Desire to relocate
Financial inadequacies and
uncertainty in the district,
making the job difficult to
perform

Moderate Highest
Highest Moderate
Influence Influence
Influence Influence Neither
to
to
n Mean
to STAY to STAY
3
LEAVE LEAVE
1
2
4
5
12
33
26
16
4
91 2.64
15
9
64
4
2
94 2.67
18
14
15

30
19
7

21
42
61

10
14
5

13
3
5

92
92
93

2.67
2.71
2.76

13

13

48

14

5

93

2.81

10
9

11
13

54
40

10
27

6
4

91
93

2.90
3.01

10

5

60

9

10

94

3.04

12
6

6
11

42
46

23
29

8
2

91
94

3.10
3.11
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Statement

Moderate Highest
Highest Moderate
Influence Influence
Influence Influence Neither
to
to
to STAY to STAY
3
LEAVE LEAVE
1
2
4
5

Single year contract
instability
Retirement age
Work-life balance
Obtain another position
outside of K-12
Desire to experience a new
challenge
School Board turnover
Community pressures &
conflicts
Time requirements of the
position

n

Mean

6

8

53

21

6

94

3.14

8
12
8

15
18
5

39
21
46

10
22
26

19
20
9

91
93
94

3.19
3.22
3.24

6

6

42

31

6

91

3.27

5
8

9
10

40
35

30
27

8
14

92
94

3.29
3.31

5

10

31

33

14

93

3.44

Section C Open-Ended Responses
At the end of the survey, participants were provided an opportunity to share and describe
any other reasons to stay and leave that may not have been addressed by the closed-ended
questions. Other reasons participants responded as to why they would stay in their current
position as Superintendent were related to the commitment to staff, school board and
community, and wanting their own children to have educational consistency throughout their
educational career. For example, one response indicated the main reason I would STAY in my
current position is due to friends and family in the community (Participant 48). Another recurring
theme as a reason to stay were the responses of being close to retirement and lacking a desire to
start over with a new position, and continued support from the school board and staff. Table 17
denotes the responses participants provided as any other reasons to stay that may not have been
addressed by the closed-ended questions.
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Table 17
Open-Ended Responses to Any Other Reasons to Stay
ID

Years Gender
Supt.

3

6

4

2

6

9

Prefer
not say
Woman

11

1

Woman

18

21

Woman

20
23

1
3

Woman
Man

28
36
38

12
31
12

Man
Man
Man

48

8

Man

63
70

9
26

Man
Man

71

18

Man

Marital
Status

Any Other Reason to Stay

Married Being in a small district that experienced a great deal of turmoil
before I took over. Picking up the pieces of a school district as
someone new to administration and being able to build a new
school in the first year, to occupying said building in second year.
Rebuilding/rebranding a struggling school district is quite the
challenge to look forward to. Building professional relationships
with staff, students, families and the community create a
connection that is very difficult to give up.
Single
I have a small school district and the staff and students are great
to work with. We have a positive culture.
Married I am currently working on a new initiative which will positively
impact students and staff. I would like to stay for another two
years to follow through. Also, I am in my doctoral program and
do not have the time required to move to a new district.
Married This is my first year in my district. This district has had high
turnover in administration and it shows throughout the culture. I
feel a commitment to stay for at least three years to see the vision
and mission of the district come to fruition. The families, staff and
students deserve to learn in a school district with a demand for
acadamia[sic].
Single
I work only 3 days a week as a 60% superintendent. I love my
school and community, but the part time right now is a HUGE
benefit for me.
Married Unwillingness of my family to leave the community.
Single
School board support and alignment of personal beliefs and
community beliefs.
Married Enjoy the environment and staff/[sic].
Married Positive Atmosphere.
Married I want my children to have educational consistency throughout
their educational career.
Married The main reason I would STAY in my current position is due to
friends and family in the community.
Married Children are still in school.
Married While the superintendency in the current environment can be
frustrating and I have considered other positions, I couldn't
imagine leaving my current role in education. I am far too
invested in the profession to seriously leave.
Married Only because the school district has suffered so man changes and
I've tried to create stability for both students and staff, as well as
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91

7

Man

92

6

Man

93

9

Man

those parents and community members that continue to send their
children to this school district.
Married School aged children or student athletes; leading a bond
referendum or large project to completion.
Married As of now, I feel a "committment"[sic] to my school board to not
leave them (or the school system) without adequate leadership.
Married Would like to stay until youngest child graduates from high
school.

Participants responded to other reasons why they would leave their post which indicated
the added demands, pressures, stress, wearing of multiple hats, and different educational and
discipline philosophies. Having so many roles and an increase in required mandates is causing
burnout.
In addition, a recurring theme focused in on school board or community pressures.
Specifically, it is hard to make good friends when most see you as the superintendent and don't
always consider you as a human being (Participant 34). Other pressures included board turnover
with individuals who have personal agendas or beliefs contradictory to their own, or what the
district supports. In addition to pressures from the school board or community that do not match
the educational direction or focus on education. Table 18 highlighted the responses participants
provided as any other reasons to leave that may not have been addressed by the closed-ended
questions.
Table 18
Open-Ended Responses to Any Other Reason to Leave
ID

Years Gender

12

0

Woman

19

8

Woman

Marital Any Other Reason to Leave
Status
Married Housing may be an issue. If I am unable to find
suitable housing for a large family, I may need to look
for a job in another district.
Married The stress is still intense and sometimes overwhelming.
There are days when even though I work part time I
think about positions where there is less stress.
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ID
21

Years Gender
Supt.
8
Woman

34

10

Man

40

1

Man

46

1

Man

52
72

18
30

Man
Man

74

5

Man

80
94

10
12

Man
Man

Marital Any Other Reason to Stay
Status
Married The principals, staff and school board have a different
educational and discipline philosophy than I do.
Married Lack of good friendships due to the "politicalness" of
the position. It is hard to make good friends when most
see you as the "superintendent" and don't always
consider you as a human being.
Married Pressure from the school board that would make me do
something that I did not agree with or not focusing on
education.
Single
Micro-management[sic], inability to be a leader due to
mico-management[sic].
Married If the school board started to micro manage.
Married Staff instability and the wearing sense of what it takes
to lead a school to better times. The concept of
FAMILY atmosphere in a small school is not only over
rated but is the wrong perception of what a school
environment should consist of.
Married This is the first time in years I am seriously thinking
about if I want to stay in education. The workload is
too high and the responsibilities too great. It affects
my personal life.
Married Board overreach and micromanaging.
Married School Board wants to micromanage decision
making.

Correlation
While this study did not have a hypothesis, the aim of the study was to determine the
degree of association between the factors and the retention determined by the respondents. The
respondents were asked two questions regarding retention. The first retention question was
specifically related to the research question of this study (Figure 7), “What are the chances of
staying at your current School District for the next academic year?” The respondents answered
using a sliding scale with 0=0% chance of staying, 100=100% chance of staying. An additional
retention question asked (Figure 8), “What are the chances of you staying in the Superintendent
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role?” The respondents answered using a sliding scale with a 0=0% chance of staying,
100=100% chance of staying.
The researcher tested the data assumptions associated with the Pearson product-moment
correlation. The data did not meet the normality assumption (Figure 7). As indicated in Figure 7,
the distribution was clearly negatively skewed as the majority of respondents indicated having a
high chance of staying in their school district. Consequently, the researcher utilized the
Spearman’s rho nonparametric inferential test to run the correlations.
Figure 7
Chances of Staying at your CURRENT School District
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Figure 8
Chances of Staying in Superintendent Role

As Table 19 indicates, the results of the nonparametric inferential test demonstrated there
was a statistically significant positive association between the chances of the superintendent
staying within the current school district for the next academic year and the chances of staying in
the role as a superintendent in the future (rs(87) = .532, p = < .001). No significant correlations
were found between the factors of workload, age, years as an educator, years worked as a
superintendent, and the number of years served in the current school district to the chances of the
superintendent staying within the current school district for the next academic year. It is
important to note that with some demographic factors, a significant number of participants did
not provide any data (e.g. workload hours, over 80% of participants did not respond). In those
instances, the correlations were not run.
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Table 19
Table of Correlation Coefficients and Statistical Significance
Score
Spearman's
rho

Note:

Chances of staying at current
school district for the next
academic year

Correlation
1.000
Coefficient
Sig. (2-tailed)
n
91

Chances of staying in the role
as a Superintendent

Correlation
.532**
Coefficient
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000
n
87

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Correlations between the respondents’ chances to stay at their current school district for
the next academic year and personal and professional life factors were also explored. This
exploration was disaggregated by gender (Figure 9). As the figure shows, the men’s decision to
stay at their current school was associated to their commitment to the beliefs and values in the
school system (rs= -.313) and the appraisal that their work ethic is supported (rs= -.240). For
women, the decision to stay was associated to the internal district mandates and requirements
(rs= -.620), the goal of obtaining superintendency out of state and beginning of a second
retirement plan (rs= -.515), the ability to avoid burnout from serving multiple capacities (rs= .511), and reasonable workload (rs= -.508). The fact that these are negative correlations reflects
the scoring used in the study, lower scores on each one of the factors was associated to the factor
functioning as an element that supported the respondent’s decision to stay.
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Figure 9
Influencing Factors to the Chances of Staying in Current School District by Gender
Burnout
• Women (rs= -.511)

Obtain
Superintendency
Out of State and
begin second
retirement plan
• Women (rs= -.515)

Work Ethic
Supported

Internal District
Mandates &
Requirements

• Men (rs= -.240)

• Women (rs= -.620)

Commitment to
Values & Beliefs
• Men (rs= -.313)

Chances of
Staying in
CURRENT
School
District

Unreasonable
Workload
• Women (rs= -.508)

The same factors were correlated with their decision to remain in their role a
superintendent and these were disaggregated by gender (see Figure 10). The men’s decision to
stay in their role as superintendent was associated to time requirements of the position (rs= .382), the possibility of having a work-life balance (rs= -.372), and obtain another position
outside K-12 (rs= -.351). For women, their decision to stay in their role as superintendent was
associated to lack of community pressures (rs= -.691), the appraisal that their work ethic is
supported (rs= -.505) and the establishment of a vision for the school district (rs= -.509). It is
noteworthy that men’s correlation coefficients are lower than those of women, which are
fundamentally moderate. As stated before, the fact that these are negative correlations reflects
the scoring used in this study, lower scores on each one of the factors was associated with the
factor functioning as an element that supported the respondent’s decision to stay.
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Figure 10
Influencing Factors to the Chances of Staying in the Superintendent Role by Gender

Obtain position
outside of K-12

Time
Requirements
• Men (rs= -.382)

• Men (rs= -.351)

Work/Life
Balance
• Men (rs= -.372)

Vision &
culture of the
school district

School Board
Turnover
• Men (rs= -.259)

• Women (rs= -.509)

Work Ethic
Supported
• Women (rs= -.505)

Chances of
Staying in
Superintendent
Role

Desire to
Relocate
• Men (rs= -.326)

Community
pressures &
conflicts

Desire
experience new
challenge

• Women (rs= -.691)

• Men (rs= -.257)

Conclusion
This chapter presented the findings addressing the research question through a
nonparametric inferential test (i.e., Spearman) and descriptive statistics, including frequency of
responses, means, minimum, maximum, standard deviation, and distributions. Overall, the data
analysis conducted identified that the most notable factors influencing a superintendent’s
decision to leave the current school district are external mandates or requirements from national,
state, or other sources and burnout from serving in multiple capacities. On the other hand, the
most compelling factors influencing a superintendent’s decision to stay with the current school
district was the commitment to the beliefs and values in the school system closely followed by
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the vision and culture of the school district. Further detailed analysis related to the factors
influencing a superintendent’s decision to stay or leave the current school district were presented.
Correlations between the respondents’ chances to stay at their current school district for
the next academic year and personal and professional life factors were also explored by gender.
It is important to note that the fact that correlations were negative reflect the scoring used in this
study in which lower scores on factors were associated to the factor functioning as an element
that supported the respondent’s decision to stay. The men’s decision to stay at their current
school was associated to their commitment to the beliefs and values in the school system and the
appraisal that their work ethic is supported. For women, the decision to stay was associated to the
internal district mandates and requirements, the goal of obtaining superintendency out of state
and beginning of a second retirement plan, the ability to avoid burnout from serving multiple
capacities, and reasonable workload. Chapter 5 will provide a discussion and interpretation of the
findings of this study.
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CHAPTER 5
Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
The root of why superintendents decide to stay or leave their school district is a needed
answer for school districts and their governing school board to improve in their efforts to retain a
superintendent and maintain a positive influence and continuity on the school system. School
districts that have a high level of turnover create environments where school district governing
boards are spending more time hiring the next incoming superintendent than in influencing the
vision of the district.
The purpose of this quantitative exploratory survey study was to understand the factors or
combination of factors that may influence the superintendents’ decision to stay or leave a school
district, specifically among North Dakota superintendents. The goal of the study was to help
identify the influencing factors, such as job demands and pressures, fiscal resources, career
advancement, and professional development to superintendents’ decision to stay or leave a
school district and provide insight to North Dakota school boards in an effort to establish greater
success in retaining superintendents, which is a process that significantly affects its school
district stability and short as well as long-term vision.
The literature shows that the average superintendent tenure within the same district is
between 2.5 years (Natkin et al., 2002) and 6.43 years (Cooper et al., 2000, Glass &
Franceschini, 2007). Although many superintendents remain in their role for more than a decade,
Glass and Franceshini (2007) conveyed that the average length of tenure in any given school
district is five years. The review of the literature also focused on numerous studies that examined
factors that influenced the career movement of rural school superintendent’s which uncovered
governing board conflicts, weak employment contracts, internal subunit pressures within the
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organization, community stakeholder pressures, and fiscal strain (Glass et al., 2000; Grissom &
Anderson, 2012; Lamkin, 2006). In a 2000 study, other reasons cited for superintendents leaving
were having been in the district long enough to desire a new challenge, family considerations or
commitments, and retirement (Glass et al., 2000). Some other reasons also included spouse’s
career mobility and growth; access to daycare, shopping, and recreational activities; along with
close proximity to extended family.
Summary of Study Methodology
A Qualtrics questionnaire (see Appendix D) was developed based on the extensive review of
the literature on similar studies examining factors influencing superintendent departure. The
survey was sent to 167 Superintendents representing and directly serving school districts across
the state of North Dakota. Superintendents included in this study represent a wide range of
school districts and student enrollment sizes with no regard to years of experience. The
questionnaire consisted of 25 total questions. There were 23 closed-ended questions in multiple
different formats and two open-ended questions. The participants were asked one question
pertaining to a list of 29 factors that influence their decision to stay or leave their current school
district. The central question that guided this study was:
1. What are the factors that influence rural superintendents’ decision to stay or leave their
school district?
Interpretation of Findings
To address the studies research question, the data analysis was conducted using the
Statistical Packet for the Social Sciences software (SPSS) through descriptive statistics,
including frequency of responses, means, the minimum, maximum, standard deviation, and
percentages. The data showed the majority of participants were men (80.22%), middle-aged
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(average age of 50 years old) and holding or working towards advanced degrees. These findings
were similar to the 2000 American Association of School Administrators (AASA) national
survey (Glass et al., 2000) which indicated most superintendents were men, middle aged, with an
advanced degree. However, in the AASA study, women superintendents made up of 13.4% of
superintendents compared to 18.68% in this study. The North Dakota Superintendents reported
an average of 26 years of service in the field of education among participants who had an
average age of 50. This is important to note as the results of this study highlighted the fact that
the higher the years this individual has been an educator, the higher the commitment to remain in
the role as a superintendent.
On average, respondents had served as superintendents for about 10-years. This
surpassed the Cooper et al. (2000) national survey of 2,979 district superintendents that indicated
the average length of service was 6.43 years. In addition, the present study reported the North
Dakota superintendents’ average length of tenure to be 6.5 years in their current school district
which is consistent with findings from the study by Natkin and Cooper (2002) and Glass and
Franceschini (2007) showing the average superintendent tenure within the same district ranging
between 2.5 years and 6.43 years. Quite importantly, the literature has shown that a minimum of
five consecutive years of consistency is necessary for a school district to experience success
(Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992; Wallace, 1996) and this seems to be the case for most North Dakota
superintendents.
The majority of respondents represented North Dakota school districts with a small
student enrollment size of less than 300 students (57.3%), followed by a student enrollment size
of 301-600 (21.4%). This is a reflection of North Dakota being a predominantly rural state
representing a critical aspect of North Dakota’s education system. Of the 53 counties in North
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Dakota and the 2020-2021 student enrollment per county, approximately 43% of the states'
student population are considered rural based on fewer than 600 student enrollment thresholds
per school district. The remainder, 57% of the states' student population, are considered urban.
Descriptive statistics were also employed in order to gauge the degree of potential
influence factors had on the participants’ decision to stay or leave their current school district.
Participants were provided with 29 statements to evaluate using a 5-point Likert-type scale. The
lowest overall score indicated the highest chance of staying and the highest overall score
indicated the highest chance of leaving.
The data suggested the most notable factors influencing a superintendent’s decision to
leave their current school district were external mandates or requirements from national, state, or
other sources. The literature has shown an added growth of challenges from the implementation
of countless amounts of state and federal policies and laws, while there is a shrinking of state and
federal funding (Glass & Franceschini, 2007). Leading within this environment is the precise
reason the position of superintendent is often depicted as a challenging and overwhelming one
(Kowalski, 2006). Burnout from serving multiple capacities was another factor that was higher,
and increased demand and accountability pressures closely followed. The research highlighted
many of these factors which influence a superintendent’s decision to leave a school district
(Mountford, 2004; Yee & Cuban, 1996). For example, high expectations imposed by the school
board and community and diminishing fiscal resources are considered prominent factors for
departing a school district. This means superintendents are charged to discover ways to progress
student learning with fewer dollars. Unfortunately, for many school districts, this has nearly
become a cumbersome task (Bjork & Kowalski, 2005). With the combination of smaller student
enrollment and constraints in rural school districts, these rural superintendents become
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personally responsible for more of the district’s daily operations (Howley &Pendarvis, 2002).
For example, rural superintendents will commonly be expected to teach a class, drive a bus,
handle federal and state reporting, perform custodial duties, among other responsibilities.
Concurrently, other influencing factors found in this study to be associated with the decision of
leaving their current school district included unreasonable workload, time requirements of the
position, and work-life balance.
The open-ended responses support the quantitative data as the responses indicated the
reasons behind the decision to leave their current school district were school board relationships,
added demands, pressures, stress, wearing of multiple hats, and different educational and
discipline philosophies. Having so many roles and an increase in required mandates is causing
burnout. These results parallel the literature showing that the reasons for leaving a district
pointed to school board/superintendent relationships, job demands and pressures, diminished
fiscal resources, and a desire for career advancement (Byrd et al. 2006; Glass et al., 2000; ,
Natkin & Cooper, 2002; Yee & Cuban, 1996). Mountford (2004), as well as Yee and Cuban
(1996), also found that high expectations imposed by the school board and community and
diminishing fiscal resources were considered prominent factors for departing a school district. In
addition, the Farkas et al. (2003) study found 93% of the superintendents indicated they had
experienced an enormous increase in responsibilities and mandates without getting more funds.
The same study also mentioned other pressures included board turnover with individuals who
have personal agendas or beliefs contradictory to their own, or what the district supports, as well
as, from the school board or community that do not match the educational direction or focus on
education. As mentioned, the 2000 Study of the American Superintendency (Glass et al., 2000)
stated that "nationally, 14.6% of superintendents left their positions due to conflict with the
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school board; however, the percentage was lower in larger districts (10.2%), and substantially
higher in the smallest school districts (24.8% in districts with 300 or fewer students)” (p. 69).
These working conditions increased the likelihood of superintendent turnover or departure.
In addition, a recurring theme focused on community pressures. Specifically, one
commentary summed it up, it is hard to make good friends when most see you as the
superintendent and don't always consider you as a human being (Participant 34). With that said,
the small size of rural schools and the connectedness of its community to their school create a
"fishbowl" effect in which administrators act (Budge, 2006, p. 8). As a result, the private life of
the superintendent comes under scrutiny inside and outside of school. Budge (2006) explains that
superintendents are never off the clock. Not only must they establish the communities’ trust and
respect, but they must also be willing to be highly visible stewards of the community, accessible,
and approachable. Thus, everyone becomes familiar with them and comfortable calling or
approaching them with questions outside of school regardless of the setting. Because of these
factors, rural superintendents confront dissimilar leadership contexts than their urban
counterparts (Theobald, 2005).
The findings of this study solidifies Copeland (2013) literature regarding an intimate
level of involvement is expected within the community from rural school districts may explain
why rural superintendents conveyed having a greater sense of responsibility than urban
superintendents, requiring a rural superintendent to be a “jack of all trades” (Copeland, 2013;
Lamkin 2006).
On the other hand, data from this study suggested the strongest influences on a
superintendent’s decision to stay within their current school district was the commitment to the
beliefs and values in the school system closely followed by the vision and culture of the school
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district. Other factors with a strong influence to stay included: the superintendent work ethic is
supported by the school board, the school board has a willingness to be proactive, friendships
and family in the community, ability to build leadership and organizational capacity, salary, and
retirement/pension.
The open-ended responses further support these findings and added context to the reasons
to stay in their current position as Superintendent. These were related to the commitment to staff,
school board, and community, and wanting their own children to have educational consistency
throughout their educational career. For example, one response indicated the main reason I
would stay in my current position is due to friends and family in the community (Participant 48).
Another recurring reason to stay was being close to retirement and lacking a desire to start over
with a new position as well as the continued support from the school board and staff. This makes
sense considering that most participants were middle age individuals. Many factors included in
this study played no apparent role in superintendent’s decision to stay or leave their current
school district. While these factors (e.g., spouse’s career, financial inadequacies, school board
turnover) were identified in the literature as being important, for the majority of superintendents
in North Dakota these were not relevant.
Correlations between the respondents’ chances to stay at their current school district for
the next academic year and personal and professional life factors were also explored by gender.
The men’s decision to stay at their current school was associated to their commitment to the
beliefs and values in the school system and the appraisal that their work ethic is supported. For
women, the decision to stay was associated to the internal district mandates and requirements,
the goal of obtaining superintendency out of state and beginning of a second retirement plan, the
ability to avoid burnout from serving multiple capacities, and reasonable workload.
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Theoretical Framework Relevance
This study is grounded in both the Dissatisfaction Theory by Iannaccone and Lutz (1970)
and the Push-Pull Career Movement Theory by March and Simon (1958). Both theories have
been utilized to understand the phenomenon of tenure and turnover through the lens of
superintendents and the school districts in which they reside. The effects play a critical role when
every school superintendent needs to decide whether they have a desire to stay or leave a school
district.
Iannaccone and Lutz (1970) originally formulated the dissatisfaction theory to understand
how an individual comes into an organization to do a particular job and is praised for doing an
excellent job by the organization that hired them. However, due to continuous change over time,
the individual unknowingly creates opposition from the outside to both themselves and the
business. Much of the early works addressing superintendent turnover were rooted in
dissatisfaction theory (Grissom & Anderson, 2013). For Grissom and Anderson (2013), the
dissatisfaction theory infers that community dissatisfaction gradually and continually builds with
regard to district performance when they experience long durations of unchanging school board
members until reaching a boiling point at which school board members are eventually relieved of
the office, the superintendent replaced and a new regime and/or educational philosophy
implemented
Both the quantitative and qualitative data support the inferences within the dissatisfaction
theory through the responses indicated the reasons behind the decision to leave their current
school district were school board relationships, added demands, pressures, stress, among others.
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This study was also grounded in in the Push-Pull Career Movement Theory and the stay
and leave results of this study provide support and alignment to the theory. Tekniepe (2015)
described,
Push factors that affect rural superintendents can include conflict with the school board,
pressures that originate from inside the organization, pressures that originate from inside
the organization, pressures from within the community, or simply negative perceptions of
the superintendent’s ability to adequately manage the fiscal affairs of the district. Pull
factors, in contrast, are those typically facilitating his or her opportunity for professional,
financial, or personal advancement to another jurisdiction. (p. 2)
The results of this study found the list of push factors that influence North Dakota
superintendents included: unreasonable workload, increased demand and accountability
pressures, burn out from serving multiple capacities, and external mandates or requirements from
national, state or other sources. Having so many roles and an increase in required mandates is
causing burnout or the push. Other influencing push factors includes unreasonable workload,
time requirements of the position, and work-life balance.
The Pull factors that this study found to influence North Dakota superintendents
included: commitment to the beliefs and values in the school system, vision and culture of the
school district, their work ethic is supported, school board has a willingness to be proactive,
friendships and family in the community, and the ability to build leadership and organizational
capacity. Interestingly, the factors that hold the strongest influence on retention are closely
related to matching one’s own philosophies, commitments and beliefs and the alignment to the
superintendency role within the current school district and community rather than facilitating his
or her own opportunity for professional, financial, or personal advancement.
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Implications for School Board and District Leaders
The present study indicated the average length of tenure of North Dakota Superintendents
to be 6.5 years. This attrition rate is directly aligned to national studies conducted by Cooper et
al., (2000), Glass and Franceschini (2007) and Glass et al. (2000). Most importantly, the findings
add to a 2017 study completed by the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction. In a tenyear period, the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction Management Information
Systems (2017) collected data between 2006 and 2016, 76% of North Dakota K-12
superintendents served five or fewer years in one location, only 6.83% of superintendents in that
same time, served ten or more years in one location. In this study of the 2021-2022 academic
school year, 51% of today’s North Dakota Superintendent’s serve five or fewer years in their
current position, and 24% serve in 10 or more years. Meanwhile 34% of superintendents serve
between 6 to 10 years in their current school district. The results of this study show a rapid
decline in the length of tenure after 6 years.
Hargreaves (2005) best describes the importance of leadership when he states, “one of the
most significant events in the life of a school is a change in its leadership. Yet, few things in
education succeed less than leadership succession" (p. 163). Regarding the results of increased
student achievement and status of tenure, numerous discrepancies exist within the literature on
the status of tenure and not having the ample time needed to make an impact. It takes an
investment of time for a superintendent to make a systemic organizational change, to develop a
trusting relationship with stakeholders, to make the right influence on student achievement. The
overarching implication is that short-tenured superintendents cannot generate a successful and
sustainable change in school districts (Williams & Hatch, 2012).
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It is imperative that the school board and district leaders understand what influences a
superintendent’s decision to stay or leave their current school district. The findings of this study
highlighted that the commitment to the beliefs and values in the school system was the primary
influence on the superintendent’s decision to stay in the current school district, and the vision
and culture of the school district closely followed. These factors are closely related to matching
one’s own philosophies, commitments and beliefs and the alignment to the superintendency role
within the current school district and community rather than facilitating their own opportunity
for professional, financial, or personal advancement.
On the contrary, the findings of this study indicated the most notable factors influencing a
superintendent’s decision to leave their current school district were external mandates or
requirements from national, state, or other sources, burnout from serving multiple capacities,
unreasonable workload, and increased demand and accountability pressures. An awareness of
these influences can aid in school boards to best supporting the role of the superintendent remain
in their school district. Acknowledging that superintendents’ have a strong desire to enhance
their professional careers and are highly motivated individuals, may provide an opportunity for
school board leaders to develop and implement promising strategies that will extend the time the
superintendent serves in their school district. However, open communication between a
superintendent and school boards may provide a better opportunity to respond to leadership
change as North Dakota superintendents, on average, change districts every 6.5 years. It is
important to note that North Dakota Superintendents seemed to be faring better in terms of
retention than their national counterparts as their decision to stay as Superintendent in their
current school district.
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Recommendations for Future Research
This study supported national study findings regarding school district superintendent
short tenure rates (5-7 years). Additionally, the findings support the two primary drivers for
Superintendents decision to leave a school district were burn out from serving multiple
capacities, and external mandates or requirements from national, state or other sources.
Therefore, future research may explore strategies and methods school boards can put into action
to increase and enhance a Superintendent’s tenure. This might include establishing a school
district strategic plan, school board governance model, roles and responsibilities of
superintendents and school board members, and procedures for improving and expanding
superintendent and school board communication, and length of tenure. Research can be
completed for school boards and district leaders to explore educational best practices, school
culture, and a positive and stable environment for Superintendents to thrive in.
Limitations
A significant limitation was the population of this voluntary study which was
intentionally delineated to 167 Superintendents representing and directly serving school districts
across the state of North Dakota. Superintendents may have been reluctant or not have the
capacity to complete the survey making it challenging to obtain survey feedback and results. The
results were dependent on the level of honesty and openness of a superintendent’s responses to
the questions on the survey.
Conclusion
The purpose of the quantitative exploratory survey study was to understand the factors or
combination of factors that may influence the superintendent's decision to stay or leave a school
district, specifically among North Dakota superintendents. In addition, the study will identify the
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influencing factors, such as job demands and pressures, fiscal resources, career advancement,
and professional development, have on a superintendent's decision to stay or leave a school
district. The overall goal of this study was to provide insight to North Dakota school boards in an
effort to establish greater success in retaining a superintendent, which will affect its school
district stability and short and long-term vision.
The root of why superintendents decide to stay or leave their school district is a needed
answer for school districts and their governing school board to improve in their efforts to retain a
superintendent and maintain a positive effect on the school system. School districts that have a
high level of turnover create environments where school district governing boards are spending
more time hiring the next incoming superintendent than influencing the vision of the district.
The findings of this study discovered that the commitment to the beliefs and values in the
school system was the primary influence on North Dakota superintendent’s decision to stay in
the current school district, and the vision and culture of the school district closely followed.
These factors are closely related to matching one’s own philosophies, commitments and beliefs
and the alignment to the superintendency role within the current school district and community.
On the contrary, the findings also suggest external mandates or requirements from national, state,
or other resources, burnout from serving multiple capacities and increased demand and
accountability pressures the most notable factors influencing a superintendent’s decision to leave
their current school district.
An awareness of these influences can aid in school boards to help retain a superintendent
in their school district. Acknowledging that superintendents have a strong desire to enhance their
professional careers and are highly motivated individuals, may provide an opportunity for school
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board leaders to implement promising practices that will extend the time the superintendent
serves in their school district.
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Appendix B
AASA Professional Standards for Superintendency Indicators
Standard 1:
Leadership &
District Culture

Standard 2:
Policy &
Governance

Standard 3:
Communications
& Community
Relations

1. Formulate a written vision statement of future direction for the district.
2. Demonstrate an awareness of international issues affecting schools and
students.
3. Promote academic rigor and excellence for staff and students.
4. Maintain personal, physical, and emotional wellness.
5. Empower others to reach high levels of performance.
6. Build self-esteem in staff and students.
7. Exhibit creative problem solving.
8. Promote and model risk taking.
9. Respect and encourage diversity among people and programs. Manage time
effectively.
10. Facilitate comparative planning between constituencies.
11. Conduct district school climate assessments.
12. Exhibit multicultural and ethnic understanding.
13. Promote the value of understanding and celebrating school/community
cultures (AASA, 1993, p. 9-10).
1. Describe the system of public school
2. governance in our democracy.
3. Describe procedures for superintendent-board of education interpersonal and
working relationships.
4. Formulate a district policy for external and internal programs.
5. Relate local policy to state and federal regulations and requirements.
6. Describe procedures to avoid civil and criminal liabilities (AASA, 1993, p.
10).
1. Articulate district vision, mission, and priorities to the community and mass
media.
2. Demonstrate an understanding of political theory and skills needed to build
community support for district priorities.
3. Understand and be able to communicate with all cultural groups in the
4. community.
5. Demonstrate that good judgment and actions communicate as well as words.
6. Develop formal and informal techniques to gain external perception of a
district by means of surveys, advisory groups, and personal contact.
7. Communicate and project an articulate position for education.
8. Write and speak clearly and forcefully.
9. Demonstrate formal and informal listening skills.
10. Demonstrate group membership and leadership skills.
11. Identify the political forces in a community.
12. Identify the political context of the community environment.
13. Formulate strategies for passing referenda.
14. Persuade the community to adopt an initiative for the welfare of students.
15. Demonstrate conflict mediation.
16. Demonstrate consensus building.
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Standard 4:
Organizational
Management

Standard 5:
Curriculum
Planning and
Development

Standard 6:
Instructional
Management

17. Demonstrate school/community relations, school business partnership, and
related public service activities.
18. Identify, track, and deal with issues.
19. Develop and carry out internal and external communication plans (AASA,
1993, p. 10-11).
1. Define processes for gathering, analyzing, and using data for informed
decision making. Demonstrate a problem-framing process.
2. Define the major components of quality management.
3. Develop, implement, and monitor change processes to build capacities to
serve clients. Discuss legal concepts, regulations, and codes for school
operations.
4. Describe the process of delegating responsibility for decision making.
5. Develop a process for maintaining accurate fiscal reporting.
6. Acquire, allocate, and manage human, material, and financial resources to
effectively and accountably ensure successful student learning.
7. Use technological applications to enhance administration of business and
support systems.
8. Demonstrate financial forecasting, planning, and cash flow management.
9. Perform budget planning, management, account auditing, and monitoring.
10. Demonstrate a grasp of practices in administering auxiliary programs, such
as maintenance, facilities, food services, etc.
11. Demonstrate planning and scheduling of personal time and organization
work (AASA, 1993, p. 11-12).
1. Develop core curriculum design and delivery systems for diverse school
communities.
2. Describe curriculum planning/futures methods to anticipate occupational
trends and their educational implication for lifelong learners.
3. Demonstrate an understanding of instructional taxonomies, goals,
objectives, and processes.
4. Describe cognitive development and learning theories and their importance
to the sequencing of instruction.
5. Demonstrate an understanding of child and adolescent growth and
development.
6. Describe a process to create developmentally appropriate curriculum and
instructional practices for all children and adolescents.
7. Demonstrate the use of computers and other technologies in educational
programming. Conduct assessments of present and future student learning
needs.
8. Develop a process for faculty input in continued and systematic renewal of
the curriculum to ensure appropriate scope, sequence, and content.
9. Demonstrate an understanding of curricular alignment to ensure improved
student performance and higher order thinking (AASA, 1993, p. 12-13).
1. Develop, implement, and monitor change processes to improve student
learning, adult development, and climates for learning.
2. Demonstrate an understanding of motivation in the instructional process.
3. Describe classroom management theories and techniques.
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4. Demonstrate an understanding of the development of the total student,
including the physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and linguistic needs.
5. Formulate a plan to assess appropriate teaching methods and strategies for
all learners.
6. Analyze available instructional resources and assign them in the most costeffective and equitable manner to enhance student outcomes.
7. Describe instructional strategies that include the role of multicultural
sensitivity and learning styles.
8. Exhibit applications of computer technology connected to instructional
programs.
9. Describe alternative methods of monitoring and evaluating student
achievement based on objectives and learning outcomes.
10. Describe how to interpret and use testing/assessment results to improve
education.
11. Demonstrate knowledge of research findings on the use of a variety of
instructional strategies.
12. Describe a student achievement monitoring and reporting system (AASA,
1993, p. 13-14).
Standard 7:
1. Develop a plan to assess system and staff needs to identify areas for
Human
concentrated staff development.
Resource
2. Demonstrate knowledge of adult learning theory and motivation.
Management
3. Evaluate the effectiveness of comprehensive staff development
programming to determine its effect on professional performance.
4. Demonstrate use of system and staff evaluation data for personnel policy
and decision making. Diagnose and improve organizational health/morale.
5. Demonstrate personnel management strategies.
6. Understand alternative benefit packages.
7. Assess individual arid institutional sources of stress and develop methods
for reducing stress (e.g., counseling, exercise programs, and diet).
8. Demonstrate knowledge of pupil personnel services and categorical
programs (AASA, 1993, p. 14).
Standard 8:
1. Exhibit multicultural and ethnic understanding and sensitivity.
Values & Ethics
2. Describe the role of schooling in a democratic society.
of Leadership
3. Demonstrate ethical and personal integrity.
4. Model accepted moral and ethical standards in all interactions.
5. Describe a strategy to promote the value that moral and ethical practices are
established and practiced in each classroom and school. free and democratic
society.
6. Describe how education undergirds a Describe a strategy to ensure that
diversity of religion, ethnicity, and way of life in the district are not violated.
7. Formulate a plan to coordinate social, health, and other community agencies
to support each child in the district (AASA, 1993, p. 14-15).
Source: (AASA, 1993, p. 9-15).
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Appendix C
Informed Consent Letter
What factors are related to rural superintendent retention and turnover in North Dakota?
Dear Participant,
The following information is provided for you to decide whether you wish to participate in the
present study. You should be aware that you are free to decide not to participate or to withdraw
at any time without affecting your relationship with me, the school district, the instructor, or with
Minnesota State University Moorhead.
The purpose of this quantitative study is to gain a better understanding of what factors are related
to superintendent retention and turn over in North Dakota.
Do not hesitate to ask any questions about the study before participating or during the time that
you are participating. I’m happy to share results with you after the study is completed. There are
no known risks and/or discomforts associated with this study. The data collection process will be
done efficiently via electronic means (i.e., Qualtrics questionnaire) to uphold confidentiality in
this study. It is imperative that you understand your anonymity of your responses and your
participation will be upheld during this study. Your name will not be associated with the
questionnaire feedback in any way. The expected benefits associated with your participation are
the information collected from the Qualtrics survey regarding the factors related to
Superintendent retention and turnover in your current job as an educator in a K-12 setting in
North Dakota.
I greatly appreciate the opportunity for your participation in this quantitative research study.
Please feel free to contact me anytime with questions about this study.
You may contact Wayne Heckaman @ 701-590-4832 or email: ro5330su@go.minnstate.edu.
Acceptance to Participate: Your signature indicates that you have read the information
provided above, and you have given consent to participate. You may withdraw from the study at
any time without penalty after signing this form.
Signature of Participant: __________________________________________ Date: _________
Signature of Researcher: ___________________________________________Date: _________

Thank you for your time and consideration.
Wayne Heckaman
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Appendix D
Sample Qualtrics Questionnaire (Sent out via Email)
Q1. With what gender do you identify?

o Prefer not to say
o Non-binary / third gender
o Female
o Male
Q2. What is your age?
0

10

20

30

40

Years old ()

Q3. What is your marital status?

o Single/ never married
o Married/ Domestic partnership
o Divorced
o Widowed
o Separated
Q4. Check the highest education level you have attained.

o Earned bachelor's degree
o Earned master's degree
o Graduate credit towards a master's degree

50

60

70

80

90

100
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o Earned doctorate degree
o Earned credit towards a doctoral degree
o Other; please specify
Q5. How many years have you been an Educator?
0 6

12 18 24 30 36 42 48 54 60

1-60 Years ()

Q6. How many years have you worked as a Superintendent?
0 6 12 18 24 30 36 42 48 54 60
1-60 Years ()

Q7. How long have you served in your CURRENT Superintendent position?
0 6 12 18 24 30 36 42 48 54 60
Number of Years ()

Q8. Did you select your current school district by design, recruited or because it was an
opportunity to be a Superintendent?

o Design
o Opportunity
o Recruited
Q9. Were you promoted as Superintendent within your current school district or did you move
from another school district?

o I was promoted within
o Moved from another school district
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Q10. Do you work as a dual role Administrator for your school district?

o Yes
o No
Q11. If you answered "Yes" above.
Please select your primary dual role.

o Superintendent/Elementary Principal
o Superintendent/High School Principal
o Superintendent/Athletic Director
o Superintendent/Other
Q12. Please indicate the position you held immediately before your current position as
Superintendent.
Before my current position as Superintendent, I served as a/an:

o Superintendent
o Assistant/Associate Superintendent
o High School Principal
o Elementary Principal
o Counselor
o Special Education Director
o Activities Director
o Teacher
o Other
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Q13. What is the student enrollment size for your current school district?

o 1-300
o 301-600
o 601-1000
o 1001-3000
o 3001-6000
o 6001 or more
Q14. The following data will be useful in understanding the workload of the current
superintendent position.
(Enter the response that best corresponds to your answer.)

o Number of hours you devote to superintendency during a typical week.
o How many evenings in a typical week do you obligate to work related to the
superintendency?

o How many Saturdays in a typical month are devoted to work related to the superintendency?
o How many Sundays in a typical month are devoted to work related to the superintendency?
o What time in the morning does your typical workday start?
o What time does your typical workday end?
Q15. Do you feel that your work makes a positive impact in your school district?

o Strongly agree
o Somewhat agree
o Neither agree nor disagree
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o Somewhat disagree
o Strongly disagree
Q16. What are the chances of you staying at your CURRENT school district for the next
academic year:
0 = 0% chance of staying
100 = 100% chance of staying
0

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

0-100% ()
Q17. In your Superintendent role, what factors do you consider most important for job
satisfaction?
(Please rank each by order of importance by moving up or down)
______ Flexibility in Decision-Making
______ Leadership Influence
______ Collaborative Working Relationships
______ Primary Roles/Responsibilities
______ Salary/Benefits Package
______ Support from School Board
______ Support from Community
______ Work/Life Balance

Q18. Are you actively searching for other Superintendent opportunities?

o No
o Yes
o If yes, please explain why
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Q19. Are you considering leaving your Superintendent position?

o Yes
o No
o If no, please explain why.
o Undecided
Q20. What are the chances of you staying in the Superintendent role?
0

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

0=Zero Chance of Staying ()
Q21. When considering why you would STAY or LEAVE your current school district, to what
degree would the following factors influence your decision?
(Mark each response that best corresponds to your answer.)
The lowest overall score indicates the highest chance of STAYING.
The highest overall score indicates the highest chance of LEAVING.
Highest
Influence to
STAY

Moderate
Influence to
STAY

Neither

Moderate
Influence to
LEAVE

Highest
Influence to
LEAVE

Burn Out from
serving multiple
capacities

o

o

o

o

o

Political
conflicts in
local
community

o

o

o

o

o

Obtain a
superintendency
position out of
state and begin
a second
retirement plan

o

o

o

o

o
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Financial
inadequacies
and uncertainty
in the district,
making the job
difficult to
perform

o

o

o

o

o

Obtain another
position outside
of K-12

o

o

o

o

o

Time
requirements of
the position

o

o

o

o

o

Desire more
time with family

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

Internal
(District)
mandates and
requirements

o

o

o

o

o

Increased
demand and
accountability
pressures

o

o

o

o

o

Retirement age

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

External
mandates or
requirements
from national,
state or other
resources

Single year
contract
instability
Community
pressures
Unable to build
leadership and
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organizational
capacity
Change of
position to
Principal role

o

o

o

o

o

Desire to
improve salary

o
o
o

o
o
o

o
o
o

o
o
o

o
o
o

Desire to
improve benefit
package

o

o

o

o

o

Desire to
experience a
new challenge

o

o

o

o

o

Spouses career

o
o
o

o
o
o

o
o
o

o
o
o

o
o
o

Desire to serve
a larger district
Desire to serve
a smaller school
district

Desire to
relocate
School Board
turn over
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Q22. When considering why you would STAY or LEAVE your current school district, to what
degree would the following factors influence your decision?
(Mark each response that best corresponds to your answer.)
The lowest overall score indicates the highest chance of STAYING.
The highest overall score indicates the highest chance of LEAVING.

Unreasonable work
load
I have friendships
in the community
I have family in the
area
I have a work-life
balance
I'm committed to
the beliefs and
values in the school
system
I'm satisfied with
my benefit package
I'm satisfied with
my
Retirement/Pension
I'm satisfied with
my Salary
School Board has a
willingness to be
proactive
My work ethic is
supported
I have established a
vision for the
school system

Highest
Influence to
STAY

Moderate
Influence to
STAY

Neither

Moderate
Influence to
LEAVE

Highest
Influence to
LEAVE

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o
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Q23. Please provide any other reasons why you would STAY in your current position as
Superintendent.
Q24. Please provide any other reasons why you would LEAVE your current position as
Superintendent.
Q25. What are your future plans as a Superintendent?
(Please check only ONE which reflects your thinking today.)

o I definitely will continue in a superintendency whether in this district or another until normal
retirement age of 65 or older.

o I will continue (probably) in a superintendency, until I can qualify for minimum state
retirement prior to age 65.

o I will leave (probably) when I find a desirable position in a university.
o I will leave (probably) when I find a desirable position outside of education.
o I will remain until a position outside superintendency opens which allows me to continue to
make a contribution to education.

o This is an impossible position and I want to get out of the superintendency as soon as
possible.

o Other

